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ABSTRACT
Tuition-free college scholarship programs are rapidly sweeping the country in higher education.
Tennessee Promise, the first statewide program, was implemented in 2015. Currently, there are
at least 16 statewide programs with more in the planning stages. This study addressed the need to
understand how students experienced college when tuition was not an issue. The purpose of the
study was to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise students at a community college as
they navigated entry and continuance as scholarship recipients. Utilizing a basic qualitative
approach, nine Tennessee Promise scholarship recipients who had successfully completed their
second semester or beyond were interviewed. Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT)
served as the study’s theoretical framework with activity systems analysis guiding data
interpretation. Seven themes were revealed through the voices of the students: (1) decision to
participate; (2) application process; (3) program continuance requirements; (4) program
challenges; (5) community service experiences; (6) mentorship experiences; and (7) program
outcomes. The findings included the study participants’ appreciation for the opportunity to attend
college tuition-free, their dependence on positive family support, and their agreement about the
smooth application process and the benefits of community service. Findings also surfaced
challenges with the mentorship program, understating last-dollar scholarships, the Promise
payment process, and communication. Even though this study provided only a glimpse into what
students experience at one college in one statewide program, the documented accomplishments
and strategies to increase college completion through Tennessee Promise provides insights for
the design and implementation of tuition-free programs in other locations and with different
program designs. Implications for practice applicable to other free college programs and
recommendations for future research are provided.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
New to the landscape in higher education is the recent implementation of tuition-free
community college scholarship programs. In the fall of 2015, the state of Tennessee enrolled its
first class of Tennessee Promise Scholarship recipients at 13 community colleges and 27 colleges
of applied technology across the state. As the first state to implement a tuition-free program for
students who enter a college or technology center directly from high school, assumptions,
questions, and concerns abound, both in the state and nationally (Fain, 2015; Semuels, 2015;
Smith, 2015a, 2015b). The national attention was due in part to the fact that President Obama’s
“America’s College Promise” was modeled after the Tennessee Promise Scholarship Program
(Kelderman, 2015; U. S. White House Office of the Press Secretary, 2015). Oregon followed
with its own program in the fall of 2016. Other states and educational systems soon started
programs (Fain, 2014, 2015), and the idea of “free college” is now a part of the national
discourse (Carruthers, 2016; Kelly, 2016; Markarian, 2016). In fact, Promise programs are
growing across the country in local communities, cities, and states. Morris (2017) says that,
“According to the most recent count for the College Promise Campaign, an initiative tracking
these numbers, nearly 200 states and localities have initiated ‘College Promise’ programs” (p. 1).
Mishory (2018) states that “a total of sixteen states now have at least one statewide Promise
program, with two states running two different versions of a Promise program. Of those sixteen
states, ten have enacted and funded a Promise program since 2014, with eight states enacting a
Promise program in 2017 alone” (p. 1).
The Tennessee Promise Scholarship Program specifies guidelines for its recipients to
receive the scholarship as well as requirements to maintain eligibility (Tennessee Promise, n.d).
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First, students must be graduates of a Tennessee high school and begin school in the fall
immediately after graduation. By definition, Tennessee Promise is a last-dollar scholarship,
meaning the scholarship will pay tuition and fees not covered by the Pell Grant or any other
public or private scholarships. The program simply fills the gap between any funding the student
already has in place.
Students may use the scholarship at any of the state’s 13 community colleges, 27 colleges
of applied technology, or other eligible institutions offering an associate’s degree program. The
scholarship covers five semesters for students who remain eligible. Eligibility means completing
seven requirements by specific deadlines. These requirements include attending mandatory
meetings during the senior year of high school and the first semester of college, meeting filing
deadlines for the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), meeting application
deadlines to the community college or applied technology college, and reporting 8 hours of
approved community service prior to each semester. Missing a deadline removes the student
from the Tennessee Promise program.
To remain eligible, students must continue to complete and report online their 8 hours of
community service each semester by December 1 or July 1. They must also maintain a 2.0 GPA
each semester and renew their FAFSA annually. In some regions of the state, students are
required to attend a meeting during their first semester of college.
An important feature of the program is mentorship from a trained volunteer in the
student’s local community. The website states that “a critical component of Tennessee Promise is
the individual guidance each participant will receive from a mentor who will assist the student as
he or she navigates the college admissions process” (Tennessee Promise, n.d.). Mentors must be
at least 21 years old, submit a background check, and complete a mandatory hour-long mentor
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training. Following acceptance as a mentor, they are expected to attend a meeting with their
student in the spring of the student’s senior year in high school and in the fall of the student’s
first semester in college. Mentors are also expected to communicate with students at least every
two weeks via email, phone, or text. The tnAchieves website states that most mentors invest 1015 hours annually assisting five to 10 high school seniors (tnAchieves, 2015). A training
handbook also points out that a mentor is not a best friend, a tutor, or someone with all the
answers (tnAchieves, 2015). tnAchieves is thorough in their directions to both students and
mentors, even providing helpful examples of communication by email or text.
It should be noted that the state of Tennessee has been successful in recruiting and
training volunteer mentors each year as reported on their websites and in news reports. As
recently as the late fall of 2018, tnAchieves reached 100% of their goal, meaning that every
applicant in the counties they serve was assigned a mentor in the spring of 2019 to assist them as
they enter college in the fall of 2019 (Cook, 2018).
Statement of the Problem
Student loan debt is recognized as a national problem with negative repercussions not
only for students, but for the economy as well (Best & Best, 2016). Best and Best (2016) argued
that “resolving the student loan problem ultimately requires bringing the cost of higher education
under better control” (p. 55). Tuition-free programs would presumably allow more students to
gain degrees and enter the workforce without student loan debt. Graduates who do not have
student loan debt would be on track to gain personal financial stability sooner, thus contributing
to economic growth. We do not yet understand how students experience college when tuition is
not an obstacle for enrollment and progression toward a degree. So the problem that was
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addressed in this study was the need to understand how students experience college when tuition
is not an issue.
In Tennessee, the tuition-free scholarship program is part of the state’s Drive to 55
Initiative. Drive to 55 is a state initiative to equip 55% of Tennesseans with a college degree or
certificate by 2025 with the dual mission of increasing workforce and economic development in
the state (Drive to 55, n.d.).
At both the state and national levels, proponents of tuition-free scholarship programs
assume that removing the financial barriers to college enrollment, attendance, and degree
completion will result in higher numbers of students entering college and attaining degrees. In
the state of Tennessee, the number of students entering community colleges directly from high
school in the fall of 2015 increased by 24.7% over the previous year (Locker, 2018; Smith,
2015a). This trend has continued, as well as a substantial increase in the number of students who
persisted into their sophomore year (Tennessee Higher Education Commission, 2017, 2018).
Graduation rates for the first Tennessee Promise 2015 cohort were also higher, showing an
increase from 13.8% for the 2014 cohort to 21.5% for the first Tennessee Promise cohort
(Locker, 2018).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise
students at Lakeside Community College (LCC) as they navigated entry and continuance as
scholarship recipients.
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Research Question
The following research question guided this study:
How do community college students describe their experience as participants in a tuitionfree scholarship program for freshmen entering directly from high school?
Theoretical Framework
This study utilized cultural historical activity theory (CHAT) as its theoretical
framework. CHAT can be understood as a theoretical perspective within the field of psychology
that is designed to allow the researcher to examine and understand the interactions of individuals
with their natural environment (Roth, 2004; Roth & Lee, 2007; Stetsensko, 2005; YamagataLynch, 2007; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). To elaborate further, CHAT is designed to illuminate
how “human action is related to cultural, institutional, and historical context” (Wertsch, 2000, p.
511), in that human activity takes place within the context of an individual’s location in time and
place while working toward a goal.
CHAT theorists make some assumptions about the way they understand human activity
and its interaction with the historical and cultural environment of individuals. Two main
assumptions are identified here. One assumption is that the unit of analysis is human activity,
and the focus is on the action of the human beings (Hashim & Jones, 2007; Wertsch, 2000;
Yamagata-Lynch, 2010) as they take action toward a goal. Another assumption is that as
individuals move toward a goal, they may use words, pictures, help from others, or other means
to make progress. CHAT theorists refer to these assists as “tools” or “artifacts.” The use of tools
or artifacts to work toward or reach a goal is sometimes referred to as an artifact-mediated
activity (Miettinen, 2005). At the heart of CHAT is the relationship between the individual, the
tools or artifacts they use to reach their goals, and the goal, also referenced as an object by some
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authors. Thus, the use of the terms object-oriented activity or goal-directed activity are
foundational in CHAT literature (Kapetlinin, 2005; Leonitev, 1981).
To guide this study, an object-oriented activity is defined as “the mediated action process
in which individuals and groups of individuals participate driven by their goals and motives”
(Yamagata-Lynch, 2010, p. 141). As described by CHAT theorists, a human being’s thinking
process and actions are aided by tools or artifacts as they work toward goals (Hashim & Jones,
2007; Wertsch, Del Rio, & Alvarez, 1995). Interaction is continuous between individuals and
their environment (Leontiev, 1981; Vygotsky, 1986). As interaction occurs, however, CHAT
theorists assume that activity should be studied from within the context of the environment in
which it occurs (Jonassen & Rohrer-Murphy, 1999). Also significant is the assumption that an
individual’s actions or performance toward a goal precede learning, as opposed to the idea that
learning must precede action (Hashim & Jones, 2007; Jonassen & Rohrer-Murphy, 1999; Morf
& Weber, 2000).
Historical Origins
A brief overview of the historical origins of CHAT may provide additional context for
the definitions and assumptions provided so far. L. S. Vygotsky, a Russian scholar, is credited
with much of the foundational work in CHAT in the 1920s and 1930s (Kaptelinin & Nardi,
2006; van Oers, 2008; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). As referenced earlier, CHAT utilizes mediated
action, a concept that Vygotsky promoted as an alternative to the trend in his era to separate the
subject from the environment (Hyman, 2012; Vygotsky, 1986; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).
Vygotsky utilized a triangle figure to represent this concept with subject (individuals), tools (and
artifacts), and object (or goal) as the three points in the triangle.
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Currently, CHAT scholars refer to Vygotsky’s work as first generation activity theory
(Roth & Lee, 2007; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). Second generation activity theory came into being
as others continued to develop and broaden his ideas, including one of his students, A. N.
Leontiev (Roth & Lee, 2007; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). Leontiev added the collective nature of
human activity as the basic unit of analysis (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006; Leontiev, 1981; Roth &
Lee, 2007). And finally, third generation activity theory includes Scandinavian theorist Yrjö
Engeström’s inclusion of community into the theory (Engeström & Glăveanu, 2012; Kaptelinin
& Nardi, 2006) and the expansion of Vygotsky’s original triangular figure (Engeström, 1987).
Engeström’s expanded triangle is shown below in Figure 1. The top portion is
Vygotsky’s original subject-object-tools representation designed to illustrate mediated action.
The components added by Engeström (rules, community, division of labor, and outcome) now
represent an activity system by adding “socio-historical aspects of mediated action” (YamagataLynch, 2010, p. 22). It is possible with this model for researchers to add two or more activity
systems as necessitated by their study data.

Figure 1. Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) Model. Adapted from Engeström (1987).
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Because the original works were published in Russian and tied to the historical and
political context of the times, CHAT scholars have experienced challenges with translating
original works. As a result, there is some variation in interpretations in the CHAT literature,
possibly because translators offered different meanings for some of the words and cultural ideas
(Roth & Lee, 2007). While this may not impact this study, it is important to recognize the unique
history of the theory as it evolved over time and across languages.
Cultural Historical Activity Theory Today
Roth (2004) notes the increase in the use of CHAT since the early 1990s, credited partly
to Engeström’s work. While not yet well-known in the United States (Foot, 2014), CHAT is
utilized by researchers in a variety of disciplines, including K-12 education (Nussbaumer, 2012),
social work (Foot, 2014), and higher education, literacy, language learning, and in workplace and
informal settings (Roth & Lee, 2007).
Founded in 2002, the International Society for Cultural-Historical Activity Research
(ISCAR) hosts an annual conference and exists for the following purpose:
ISCAR wants to develop multidisciplinary theoretical and empirical research on the
social, cultural and historical human practices and to promote scientific communication
and research cooperation among its members. This scientific association has members
from a wide range of disciplines such as psychology, education, philosophy, history,
sociology, linguistics, anthropology, research on workplace practices, computer science,
information systems, knowledge management, clinical neuropsychology and
rehabilitation, occupational therapy, criminology, and social work. (ISCAR, n.d.)
A search for peer-reviewed studies utilizing a CHAT theoretical framework for higher
education scholarship participants was not located at this time. However, there are CHAT studies
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within higher education involving students who are moving toward a goal while making use of
tools and artifacts, just as the Tennessee Promise students are working toward the goal of
achieving and maintaining scholarship eligibility while making use of tools and artifacts. For
example, Scanlon and Issroff (2005) utilized CHAT in a study designed to evaluate the way
students and lecturers experienced technology-based teaching environments in the United
Kingdom. In another study, Bracey (2018) studied California community college astronomy
students’ concepts of the structure of the universe through drawings.
Rationale for CHAT’s Use in This Study
The purpose of this study was to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise
students at Lakeside Community College (LCC) as they navigated entry and continuance as
scholarship recipients. As a theoretical framework, CHAT was chosen for this study for several
reasons. As explained earlier, CHAT allows the researcher to examine and understand the
interactions of individuals within their natural environment (Roth, 2004; Roth & Lee, 2007;
Stetsensko, 2005; Yamagata-Lynch, 2007; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). The Tennessee Promise
students are actively learning in a complex, but natural environment. The CHAT framework is
also appropriate for this study because it allows the researcher to use triangle figures (see Figure
1 above) to organize and visualize the goal of the students, their artifact-mediated activity toward
the goal, and any interactions or factors that may benefit or constrain progress.
Also referenced earlier were two of the main assumptions made by CHAT theorists about
human activity and its interaction with the historical and cultural environment of individuals.
Both align with the needs of this study. First, the study’s focus is on the human activity of the
students as they work toward their scholarship eligibility and maintenance goal. Second, the
students use tools or artifacts (words, pictures, help from others, or other means) to work toward
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their goal of scholarship eligibility and maintenance. In this study, the researcher examined how
participants experienced Tennessee Promise within the context of an object-oriented activity.
Emerging themes were identified in the data, providing an in-depth understanding of mediated
activities that participants experienced. Once themes were identified, activity systems analysis
was used to obtain a holistic perspective of participants’ Tennessee Promise experiences.
In addition to the CHAT framework, there are several bodies of literature that relate to
the attributes of the participants and the success and retention of community college students that
inform this study and “guide the researcher in what is relevant to observe and what name to
attach to what is happening” (Anfara & Mertz, 2006, p. 195). A brief description of the literature
with connections to this study follows.
Prior to the implementation of the Tennessee Promise program, a similar program,
tnAchieves, was in effect and served as the Tennessee Promise model (tnAchieves, n.d.-a;
tnAchieves, 2015). Between 2008-2014, 65% of the tnAchieves scholarship program attendees
statewide were first-generation college students (tnAchieves, n.d.-a; tnAchieves, 2015). The
2018 Tennessee Promise Annual Report states that 40-45% of Tennessee Promise students in the
first three cohorts (2015, 2016, and 2017) were also first-generation college students (THEC,
TSAC, 2018). With the high percentage of first-generation Tennessee Promise students now
enrolled and perhaps increasing in the future, knowledge gleaned from this literature was helpful
in this study.
Other bodies of literature related to the participant attributes provided insight for this
study. For instance, 70% of the tnAchieves students statewide came from families who earned
less than $50,000 annually (tnAchieves, n.d.-a; tnAchieves, 2015). This is consistent with
research in the literature about low-income college students and their struggles with finances.
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Studies about academically underprepared college students are prevalent and also
provided insight about the participants in this study. According to Butler (2019), “About half of
Tennessee students enrolled in higher education during the 2016-2017 school year needed
remedial classes in math or reading, or both, during their first year of college” (p. 1). These
students were then required to take at least one remedial class to improve their skills for collegelevel class entry.
A number of persistence and retention theories describe the challenges faced by college
students. Many of these studies reference mentoring and financial relief as helpful resources to
improve retention and help students continue toward degree completion.
In summary, this study utilized CHAT and activity systems analysis as a means to
achieve the study’s purpose, which was to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise
students at Lakeside Community College (LCC) as they navigated entry and continuance as
scholarship recipients. Several bodies of literature inform the study as well.
Significance of the Study
This study was designed to inform practice and expand knowledge about a new
phenomenon in higher education—tuition-free college scholarship programs. Knowledge
expansion about tuition-free college programs promises major insights for students, college
administration and staff, and the mission of higher education nationally. This study also
contributed to the gaps in knowledge that exist concerning the connection between community
service requirements and college retention, and between mentorship and college retention.
Initially, what are the consequences and the results for students, both intended and
unintended, when a financial barrier is removed? We do not yet understand how students
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experience college when tuition is not an obstacle for enrollment and progression toward a
degree.
While Tennessee Promise is designed for students entering college directly from high
school, its design may inform programs that provide tuition-free college for adult students. The
state of Tennessee announced plans to become the first in the nation to broaden the plan to
include adult students beginning in the fall of 2018 (Sher, 2017). As expected, Tennessee
Reconnect (www.tnreconnect.gov) offered tuition-free college classes to adults 25 and older in
the fall of 2018, and the results exceeded expectations (Gonzalez, 2018b). In a strong economy,
adults do not normally return to school, so the state planned for 8,000 to 10,000 applicants
(Gonzalez, 2018b). Gonzalez (2018b) continues with an explanation:
About 31,000 adults have shown interest in the state's expansion of the Tennessee
Promise model, shattering the expectation of how many would apply and defying a
national trend that says adults are less likely to go to college during a strong economy. (p.
1)
Although program design differences exist when adult students are the recipients, the
successes and challenges that surfaced as discussed in this study may inform adult student
programs.
This study also expanded knowledge about the consequences and the necessary
adaptations for enrollment offices, both intended and unintended, when college entry steps,
processes, and procedures must align with the tuition-free program requirements. How does the
financial aid process, the payment process, the communication process, and marketing change
when the financial barrier is removed for students?
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Additionally, this study builds on knowledge and offers insights into the changing
mission of community colleges in this country. Trainor (2015) described a “a growing
community of thinkers who see the community college as central to solving a wide variety of
problems in higher education, from cost and inclusivity to career-preparedness and community
engagement” (p. 1).
As noted in the introduction, interest in and implementation of tuition-free scholarship
programs is growing. It is uncertain what will happen next; predictions and questions abound.
Changes may occur at all levels in higher education if tuition-free programs are implemented
widely. The impact of tuition-free programs for community colleges extends to 4-year
institutions in ways that are not yet understood.
One of the Tennessee Promise eligibility requirements is 8 hours of community service
each semester. Questions are surfacing about whether volunteer community service engagement
will affect retention positively. Some studies have suggested a positive relationship between
community service and retention (Berger & Milem, 1999; Jones & Hill, 2003; Kuh, Cruce,
Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008; Moore & Mendez, 2014). But the community service
requirement may also be an obstacle because students who do not complete their hours and
report online by the deadline lose their scholarships. What happens to those who continue? Also
unknown is whether community service experiences might help students clarify major or career
choices, or even stay engaged in school, making this program requirement a factor in student
retention.
Since students in the Tennessee Promise Scholarship Program are assigned a volunteer
community mentor as they enroll in the program and begin school, this study provided greater
understanding of the value (or not) of the mentor’s role in the life of the students.
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This study was designed to begin filling these knowledge gaps and inform future tuitionfree programs in higher education.
Delimitations
This study explored the experiences of community college students in a tuition-free
scholarship program through interviews with students who had completed at least two semesters
of college. One delimitation of this study was that participants successfully maintained program
eligibility into their second semester of college. Thus, students who lost their eligibility prior to
enrollment or lost their eligibility after the first semester were not included. A second
delimitation was the focus on one state and one community college within one state.
Limitations
This study explored the experiences of community college students in a tuition-free
scholarship program at Lakeside Community College in Tennessee. Several limitations should be
considered before applying the findings to other tuition-free scholarship programs.
First, the results may only have applicability to a similar community college setting with
students from similar backgrounds. The study was also limited to the nine participants who
agreed to be interviewed and the truthfulness of their responses.
This study was limited to students who were already accepted into the Tennessee Promise
scholarship program. The participant invitations were based on purposeful sampling with the
criteria of entry in the fall of 2016 or 2017 as a college freshman, completion of at least two
college semesters, and continued Tennessee Promise eligibility at the time of the interviews.
Seven participants were current students and two participants graduated from LCC in the
semester prior to their interview. Because all the participants had maintained their scholarship
eligibility, this study did not address issues with students who did not apply to the program, did
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not complete application requirements to be in the program, or students who lost their eligibility
in their first two college semesters. To summarize, it is important to note that only successful
Tennessee Promise scholarship participants were included in this study.
It is also possible that students might have recognized the researcher from their
orientation prior to beginning classes, or they may have talked to the researcher on campus for
other reasons. They might have refrained from making negative comments about orientation, or
they may have enhanced positive comments to be considerate to the researcher. A final possible
limitation was the length of time that had passed since the students began the program entry
process in the fall of their senior year of high school. At least a year and a half had passed at the
time of their participation in the study and their memories may have faded or details may have
been difficult to remember.
Definitions
The following definitions were important in informing this study.
FAFSA. FAFSA refers to the Free Application for Federal Student Aid. This is a form
submitted by current and prospective college students and their parents to determine eligibility
for financial aid (Federal Student Aid, n.d.).
First-generation college student. A first-generation college student is defined by
tnAchieves staff as “any student that does not have a parent that has graduated from college” (G.
Thomas, personal communication, March 6, 2017).
Pell Grant. A Pell Grant is a federally funded grant provided by the federal government
to students with demonstrated financial need. Eligibility is based on the student’s FAFSA form
(U. S. Department of Education, 2015).
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Mentor. Mentors are “local citizens who will help students navigate the college
admission process and ensure they complete the Tennessee Promise program requirements in
order to receive the scholarship” (Tennessee Promise, n.d.).
tnAchieves. The official website defines and describes tnAchieves in this way:
“tnAchieves is the partnering organization to the TN Promise Scholarship in 85 of the 95
counties in Tennessee. Our mission is to increase higher education opportunities for Tennessee
high school students by providing last-dollar scholarships with mentor guidance” (tnAchieves,
n.d.-a, p. 1).
Tennessee Promise. The Tennessee Promise website provides the following definition
and overview of the program:
Tennessee Promise is both a scholarship and mentoring program focused on increasing
the number of students that attend college in our state. It provides students a last-dollar
scholarship, meaning the scholarship will cover tuition and fees not covered by the Pell
grant, the HOPE scholarship, or state student assistance funds. Students may use the
scholarship at any of the state’s 13 community colleges, 27 colleges of applied
technology, or other eligible institution offering an associate’s degree program.
While removing the financial burden is key, a critical component of Tennessee
Promise is the individual guidance each participant will receive from a mentor who will
assist the student as he or she navigates the college admissions process. This is
accomplished primarily via mandatory meetings that students must attend in order to
remain eligible for the program. In addition, Tennessee Promise participants must
complete 8 hours of community service per term enrolled, as well as maintain satisfactory
academic progress (2.0 GPA) at their institution. (Tennessee Promise, n.d., p. 1)
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Organization of the Study
This chapter introduces the study’s context, problem, purpose, research question,
theoretical framework, significance, delimitations, limitations, and definitions of terms. Chapter
Two continues with a limited literature review. In Chapter Three, the study’s research design is
discussed along with a description of the setting, student population, sample selection, data
collection, data analysis, and the researcher’s perspective. Chapter Four describes the study’s
participants and the findings of the study. Chapter Five concludes with a summary of the study, a
discussion of the findings, implications for practice, recommendations for future research, and a
conclusion.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The purpose of this study was to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise
students at Lakeside Community College (LCC) as they navigated entry and continuance as
scholarship recipients. The problem addressed in this study was the need to understand how
students experience college when tuition is not an issue. This chapter begins with a description of
the strategy used to review the literature. Next, the research about tuition-free college programs
in the United States in recent years is examined, followed by related bodies of literature that
were applicable to this study. This related research included the studies covering the
characteristics of Tennessee Promise students, community service for college students, and
mentorship programs.
Literature Review Strategy
The first step was a search for peer-reviewed studies about tuition-free scholarship
programs in these databases—Academic Search Complete, Education Source, ERIC, and
PsycINFO. The following keywords were beginning points: tuition-free programs, community
college free tuition, Promise programs, Promise scholarships, and free college. Several studies
about the Kalamazoo Promise Program and one study about a localized program were quickly
located, but nothing else of consequence was found at this point.
Next, a wide search for online news articles, newsletters, and websites about tuition-free
programs was conducted. This search uncovered information about the Kalamazoo Promise
program (again), the Campaign for Free College Tuition website, one peer-reviewed study, and
several brief and limited references to local city or community programs, often only
announcements, not studies or reviews. Then in January of 2015, a sharp increase occurred in
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media coverage, news articles, online newsletter articles, and blog posts with speculations about
tuition-free scholarship programs. January 2015 coincides with Presidents Obama’s
announcement about his administration’s America’s College Promise proposal to make
community college free for 2 years across the country (Hudson, 2015).
Finally, the same databases were searched for peer-reviewed studies about related bodies
of literature, focusing on research that might inform this particular study. A finalized study about
student experiences in a statewide tuition-free scholarship program was not found. Since
statewide programs are still relatively new, it makes sense that few studies were complete and
available.
Historical Context of Free Public Education
Nearly a hundred years ago, all students were afforded a free public high school
education, resulting in a highly skilled and educated workforce that fueled America’s economic
status as a world leader (U. S. White House Office of the Press Secretary, 2015). This decision
was not without debate, however, as noted in the following excerpt:
More than 100 years ago, the big debate in America was whether we should make a highschool education a universal right for all Americans. That single act is mainly responsible
for the preponderance of the U. S. in the 20th century. Now the same argument must be
made about a college degree. (“The Past and Future of Higher Education,” 2016, p. B6)
Currently, debate exists in the higher education literature about who should pay for
college. An article in the Chronical of Higher Education (“The Past and Future of Higher
Education,” 2016) frames the issues. Nearly 50 higher education presidents, faculty members,
administrators, and higher education thinkers answered 10 questions about the past and the future
of higher education. Their responses to the question of who should pay for college, the state or
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the individual student, ranged from the student paying the cost to the state paying the cost. In the
middle were those who felt that students should pay on a sliding scale based on financial ability.
Overview of Higher Education in the United States
As noted in Chapter One, the cost of college attendance today is viewed as a barrier to
students enrolling in college; however, this was not always the case in this country. Desnoyer
(2014) noted that two American founding fathers, Thomas Jefferson and John Adams, while
political adversaries, agreed that education should be publicly funded. John Adams was quoted
as saying that “the whole people must take upon themselves the education of the whole people
and must be willing to bear the expense of it” (Desnoyer, 2014, p. 1). In 1819, Thomas Jefferson
founded the nation’s first public university (American History Central Staff, 2015). He stated,
“The tax which will be paid for this purpose [education] is not more than the thousandth part of
what will be paid to kings, priests and nobles who will rise up among us if we leave the people in
ignorance” (Desnoyer, 2014, p. 1).
Higher education gained more attention in the United States in the mid-1800s when
industry began to replace agriculture as the primary source of economic growth, driving the need
for more Americans to pursue higher education (“American Public Education,” 2013). The
Morrill Act of 1862 “enabled land-grant colleges to be created by states on federal lands so that
higher education could become available to Americans in every social class” (“Should College
Be Free?” 2017, p. 1). As explained in the article, “Should College Be Free?” (2017), students
did not pay tuition initially in the mid-1800s, but as time passed and enrollment grew, rising
costs forced states to charge tuition and fees. As more Americans completed high school in the
20th century, college attendance and tuition costs continued to grow.
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Congress passed the Higher Education Act in 1965, establishing a “system of lowinterest loans and scholarships to make college education more affordable for everyone”
(“American Public Education,” 2013, p. 6). However, by 2015, student loan debt was estimated
at $1.3 trillion; this amount was 39% higher than 4 years earlier in 2011 (“Should College Be
Free?” 2017). Goldrick-Rab & Kelly (2016) summarized the current situation in higher
education in this way:
The whole concept of higher education is under debate in America today—public versus
private versus for-profit, preprofessional versus liberal arts, in-person versus online. One
thing, however, should be clear to all: when large numbers of people can’t afford college
at all, the system is broken. (p. 56)
Who Should Pay for College?
At the heart of the debate is the question of who should pay for higher education today.
Should the state or federal government pay? Should students pay? Is there another choice? A
brief overview of the higher education literature reveals the arguments behind each position.
While not exhaustive, the main arguments are presented for and against free college below.
Arguments against tuition-free college.
Some authors who argue against tuition-free college focus on the cost of attending
college, drawing attention to the concern that federal and state governments would be unable to
continue the expense long-term, resulting in a tax hike (Goldrick-Rab & Kelly, 2016; “Should
College Be Free?” 2017). These authors also noted that since living expenses and books are not
covered in tuition-free programs, students may still acquire debt or be unable to complete a
degree because of cost.
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Other opponents focus on the demographics of the students. Bruenig (2015), GoldrickRab & Kelly (2016), and Pressnell (2015) pointed out that tuition-free programs are not needed
for low-income students because the cost is covered by the Pell Grant. Bruenig (2015) added that
money is wasted when students from families who can afford to pay for college receive free
tuition because the program is not need-based.
“Undermatching” (Pressnell, 2015) occurs when academically qualified students choose
to attend a community college because of the free tuition when they would benefit from a more
rigorous university program. Goldrick-Rab and Kelly (2016) referred to a study that found that
undermatching lowers the odds of completing a degree. In this study, the researchers “found that
Ohio students who started at community colleges were 14.5% less likely to finish bachelor's
degrees within nine years than similar students who started at four-year colleges” (p. 59).
Other concerns focus on the likelihood of college success and completion. For instance,
“Students might take their college education less seriously if they don't have to pay for it”
(“Should College be Free?” 2017). Goldrick-Rab and Kelly (2016) made the case that
community college completion rates are lower than at 4-year institutions.
The National Student Clearinghouse estimates that less than 40 percent of students who
start at a public two-year college complete a degree or certificate within six years.
According to federal data, just one-third of students from the lowest income quartile who
started at a public two-year college in 2003-04 finished a credential in six years. Among
independent low-income students at two-year colleges, the completion rate was 22
percent. Even the most affluent dependent students struggled, graduating at a rate of just
42 percent. (p. 59)
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Arguments for tuition-free college.
Proponents of tuition-free programs often focus on the cost to the student, unlike the
opponents of tuition-free programs, who focus on the cost incurred by the government. Those
who are supportive of free college point out that the cost to the student creates personal debt and
limits or eliminates access to education (Biden & Garcetti, 2016; Konczal, 2015; “Should
College Be Free?” 2017). The U. S. Department of Education Office of the Under Secretary
(2016) recently published a college promise playbook for communities that are interested in
beginning a tuition-free college program. They stated that “studies of free community college
and scholarship programs show that they have increased students’ access to financial aid, as well
as rates of high school graduation, college enrollment, and college graduation, particularly for
low-income and first-generation students” (p. 2).
Advocates for tuition-free college programs also focus on the higher future earning
potential for students who acquire at least an associate’s degree and the fact that a high school
diploma may not be enough to compete in the job market today (Biden & Garcetti, 2016; U.S.
Department of Education Office of the Under Secretary, 2016). Biden and Garcetti (2016) stated
the following:
By the end of this decade, 65 percent of all job openings will require an education or
skills training beyond what any student receives in high school. In fact, 11 of the 15
fastest-growing occupations will require a postsecondary education. (p. 1)
There are other advantages to earning an associate’s degree. According to Goldrick-Rab
and Kelly (2016), people with associate’s degrees experience a lower unemployment rate during
their working years, they often go on to earn higher degrees, and they earn a higher income over
a lifetime.
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A third focus for advocates of tuition-free college is the idea that education is still the
duty of the state as expressed by the founding fathers in this country (Desnoyer, 2014). Referring
to the founding fathers, Desnoyer stated that “Those wise men knew funding public education
was an investment in our democracy and in our future” (2014, p. 2).
Arguments for other ways to pay for college.
Is there a middle ground between students paying for college and tuition-free programs?
Some advocate a three-legged stool approach with costs shared by the student, the government,
and philanthropic giving (“The Past and Future of Higher Education,” 2016). Others advocate for
a sliding scale based on financial need (“The Past and Future of Higher Education,” 2016).
Another possibility is an income-based repayment system similar to Australia’s Higher
Education Loan Program (“Should College Be Free?” 2017). The article cited explains that after
leaving school, students pay an affordable percentage based on income; they pay nothing if their
income is low. If a student’s income remains low, the repayment obligation expires.
Recent Tuition-Free Scholarship Programs
Tuition-free college scholarship programs, designed to remove barriers to higher
education, have increased across the country over the last few years (Baum & Hansen, 2016). As
a result, a “rich knowledge base of experiences and best practices has begun to emerge” (p. 2).
The Kalamazoo Promise Scholarship
In recent years, the first program to offer free tuition was Kalamazoo Promise in
Kalamazoo, Michigan, which has inspired over 30 communities across the country to begin
tuition-free programs (Bartik, Hershbein, & Lachowska, 2015; Miller-Adams, 2009; W. E.
Upjohn Institute, n.d.). Introduced in late 2005, this program provides free tuition and fees at any
Michigan public college or university for students who graduate from the Kalamazoo Public
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School (KPS) system. No financial need requirements are required to be eligible, but students
must gain admittance to a college or university and maintain a 2.0 GPA in college. Students who
enter the KPS system in kindergarten receive a full scholarship for 4 years of college. Students
who enter KPS after kindergarten are eligible based on a sliding scale of years attended. Funded
by anonymous donors, this program has provided $61 million in scholarships through 2014
(Markarian, 2016). Markarian (2016) continued by stating that “The Kalamazoo Promise proves
that Promise programs provide a viable path to improve college success, increase economic
mobility, and develop local economies” (p. 1). Because of the intense interest in the Kalamazoo
Promise, the Upjohn Institute, an independent research organization in Kalamazoo, gathers and
coordinates research, much of it available on their website (W. E. Upjohn Institute, n.d.).
The Upjohn Institute conducted the first major study about the effects of the Kalamazoo
Promise (Markarian, 2016). Authored by Bartik et al. (2015), this study concluded that the
Kalamazoo Promise Scholarship helped increase college enrollment, college completion rates,
and had substantially benefited the community, the city of Kalamazoo, and the state of Michigan.
Part of its success is due to its simplicity and generosity. The requirements are simple. Students
must live in the KPS district, be a graduate from KPS who has attended since at least the ninth
grade and be admitted to a Michigan public college or university. The scholarship is generous,
paying up to 100% of tuition and fees with a GPA requirement of 2.0 once in college.
The Upjohn Institute continues to gather research to add to the knowledge base about the
Kalamazoo Promise. Four studies were reviewed for the current study based on their possible
applicability to the Tennessee Promise scholarship program. Bartik and Lachowska (2014)
examined the short-term effects of the scholarship on students’ grades and behavior while still in
high school. They found that both behavior and grades improved for African American students
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beginning in the second year of the scholarship program. The study concluded with a discussion
about the connection between high school behavior and how it links to achievement and hope for
a higher education degree in the future.
The remaining three studies also focused on specific aspects of the Kalamazoo Promise
program. Miron, Jones, and Kelaher-Young (2011, 2012) completed these studies in 2011 and
2012, examining various effects of the scholarship on the high school students and staff. In their
2011 study, the authors focused on perceived changes in school climate after the introduction of
the Kalamazoo Promise, which is important to understand because a positive school climate is
associated with positive student outcomes. Climate was defined as a concept “related to
relationships among students and teachers, as well as academic orientation, guidance, and
behavioral values” (Miron, et al., 2011, p. 5). The Kalamazoo Promise was announced
unexpectedly in November 2005, thus providing a unique opportunity to determine if removing a
financial barrier would change the existing school climate. Miron et al. (2011) reported that their
study results revealed a “modest, but positive impact on the perceptions of school climate
throughout the secondary schools” (p. 16) in the first few years of the Kalamazoo Promise.
A second study by Miron et al. (2012) examined perceived changes in teacher beliefs,
expectations, and behaviors that were also results of the introduction of the Kalamazoo Promise.
The authors began by acknowledging that, “High teacher expectations are an important
component of a quality classroom learning experience and differential expectations are known to
affect achievement outcomes” (p. 36). Their findings suggested improvements in teacher
expectations for students, student perceptions of the changes in teacher expectations, and student
perceptions on communicating expectations.
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The third study by the same authors, also in 2012, examined the impact of the scholarship
on student attitudes, goals, and aspirations, again after the introduction of the Kalamazoo
Promise. The authors found moderate increases in student aspirations. They also noted that the
program has “changed the discourse within the schools, within families, and across the
community” (Miron et al., 2012, p. 20). Another change in the way the high school staff view
their students may be significant: “The discourse has changed the focus from preparing the
traditionally college-bound students to the preparation of all students for postsecondary
education” (p. 20).
Other Tuition-Free Scholarship Programs
Some cities, counties, and local school districts have developed various models of tuitionfree programs, and announcements, descriptions, and brief updates online were found for the
current study. However, only one study that was considered applicable for this literature review
was located. Pluhta and Penny (2013) utilized a mixed method, retrospective case study
approach that examined the relationship between a community college promise scholarship and
college access and success. The program was offered to all graduating students at one inner-city
high school to attend a nearby community college tuition-free for 1 year. In this study, the
authors were interested in learning more about low access, low retention rates, and low degree
completion rates in higher education for minority students, and a high proportion of students in
this school were low-income students of color. They noted that, “The intent of the program was
to help students from low-income communities of color reach the significant tipping-point
created by at least 1 year of higher education after high school and an occupational credential”
(p. 726). The researchers looked at results for 3 years preceding the implementation of the
program and 3 years following the implementation of the program, including the community
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college retention data for 3 years after the program was implemented. Pluhta and Penny (2013)
found that the scholarship had “a marked effect on rates of college application, matriculation,
and retention” (p. 733). They noted further that many of the students were academically
underprepared, resulting in modest academic progress after 1 year of college. This meant that
“On average, students earned only one-third of the college credits expected for the first year” (p.
732). The scholarships were offered for 3 years—2008 to 2010.
Program Models for Tennessee Promise
Tennessee Promise is modeled after two smaller tuition-free scholarship programs that
began in 2008 in the state of Tennessee. The first was a county-level program funded by donors.
It provided last-dollar scholarships to high school graduates to attend any community college or
college of applied technology in the state (Carruthers & Fox, 2016). Carruthers and Fox (2016)
found that students are “24.2 percentage points more likely to enroll directly in college than
matched students from ineligible districts in the same metro area” (p. 98). They stated that
participation “is strongly associated with large individual gains in college enrollment,
particularly two-year college enrollment. Second, evident substitution out of four-year colleges is
robust” (p. 111). After achieving success for 3 years, this program expanded to 27 counties in the
state and was renamed tnAchieves (Baum & Hansen, 2016; Carruthers & Fox, 2016; tnAchieves,
2015).
The tnAchieves scholarship program was in effect from 2011 through 2014, although
some literature references the years as 2008-2014 to include the earlier county-level program
(tnAchieves, n.d.-a). An evaluation of the tnAchieves program “found that students in
tnAchieves were 20% more likely to pursue postsecondary education than a similar set of those
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who did not participate” (Adams, 2014, p. 2). Statistics from this program as described below set
the stage for expansion statewide as Tennessee Promise in 2015.
From 2008-2014, tnAchieves supported more than 10,000 students into a community or
technical college with more than $15.5M privately raised exclusively for last-dollar
student scholarships. Our statistics indicate that our students are retaining and graduating
at a rate 50 percent greater than state averages. This is particularly important when you
consider 65 percent of tnAchieves students are first generation college attendees and 70
percent come from families who earn less than $50,000 annually. Moreover, while the
nation laments the student debt crisis, here in Tennessee we have identified a solution as
94 percent of our graduates reported they completed post-secondary debt free.
(tnAchieves, n.d.-a, p. 1)
Modeled after the tnAchieves program and as described in Chapter One, Tennessee
Promise enrolled its first cohort in the fall of 2015. With this change, tnAchieves continues its
association with the Tennessee Promise program in a different role as a partnering organization.
Their website describes their current role as follows:
tnAchieves currently serves as the partnering organization to Tennessee Promise in 85
counties. The program established 85 county-based advisory councils comprised of local
higher education, secondary education, and business leaders as well as public officials to
ensure local ownership and sustainability. tnAchieves annually recruits and trains nearly
7,500 volunteers to serve as mentors to nearly 60,000 TN Promise applicants as they
transitioned from high school to college. (tnAchieves, n.d.-a, p. 1)
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Related Literature
Related literature to review was chosen by considering the characteristics of the
Tennessee Promise students, the mentoring and community service requirements for the
program, and the factors affecting the success and retention of all community college students.
Three characteristics stood out about Tennessee Promise students: 40-45% were first-generation
(THEC, TSAC, 2018), 70% were low-income (tnAchieves, n.d.-a; tnAchieves, 2015), and about
half were academically underprepared (Butler, 2019). Research is abundant regarding firstgeneration, low-income, and academically underprepared students, and often studies examine
two or three characteristics in the same study. For clarity, each characteristic is discussed
separately.
Literature about Characteristics of Tennessee Promise Students
With high percentages of first-generation, low-income, and academically underprepared
students in Tennessee Promise, understanding research about these populations was informative
for this study. As discussed in Chapter One, the problem addressed in this study was the need to
understand how students experience college when tuition is not an issue because the financial
barrier has been removed. While the stated purpose of the Tennessee Promise program is to
remove the financial burden, the program requirements (attending three informational meetings,
meeting the FAFSA deadline, and completing community service hours) are in place in part
because of the high needs of first-generation, low-income, and academically underprepared
students who make up a substantial portion of the participant group each year. To summarize, the
structured requirements and the mentor guidance are intended to offset college access and
completion barriers other than financial need. It is important to recognize that all new students,
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regardless of how they are characterized upon admission, should benefit. The student success
and engagement literature reviewed later in this chapter supports this claim.
First-generation college students.
Research about first-generation college students is abundant, particularly since the early
2000s when many colleges and universities became interested in this category of students
(Wildhagen, 2015). Because definitions of “first-generation college student” and their wording
vary, even within the same institution, determining how many students should be classified as
such is difficult (Smith, 2015c). Smith (2015c) explains a few of the different meanings of firstgeneration. One is that neither parent has graduated from college, or one parent graduated from
college, or one or both parents attended college but did not graduate, or it may mean that neither
parent has any education beyond high school. If the definition is broad, such as neither parent or
adult in the household has a college degree, higher numbers of students are categorized as firstgeneration. According to Petty (2014), “The most cited and widely used definition for firstgeneration students is someone whose parents have not completed a college degree” (p. 1).
The review of literature for the current study on the first-generation college student also
reveals various definitions. But what does this really mean for this study? Smith (2015c)
summarized the research well when she stated that, “Research finds varying definitions of ‘first
generation’ results in big differences in how these students are counted—but however they are
defined, they lag behind their peers” (p. 1).
Research supports findings that first-generation students have greater difficulty
succeeding academically and completing a degree than their non-first-generational counterparts
(Atherton, 2014; Becker, Krodel, & Tucker, 2009; Ishitani, 2006; Petty, 2014; Woosley &
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Shepler, 2011). Woosley and Shepler (2011) pointed out that levels of support are lower for firstgeneration students compared to non-first-generational students. Specifically, this refers to
Parents who do not understand the process of adjusting to college (Bradbury & Mather,
2009; Terenzini et al., 1996), limited availability of college role models (York-Anderson
& Bowman, 1991), and limited experience with and knowledge of college activities
(York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991). (p. 702)
Using a single case study approach, Stieha (2010) skillfully highlighted the critical and
often complicated role that families play in persistence toward degree attainment for a firstgeneration college student from a low-income family background. In this study, Stieha’s
participant was caught between the values and expectations of her family and her need to be
involved on campus in order to be more successful academically and to create a support network
for herself. She was unable to live successfully in both worlds.
Many studies recommend strategies to help first-generation college students do well
academically and graduate. Increased involvement on campus and with college activities was
often a recommendation for persistence and retention (Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 2011;
Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Tinto, 1987). Taking a different proactive
approach, New (2014) described a strategy where some colleges focus on increasing parent
involvement in first-generation families in addition to providing mentors for their students.
Low-income college students.
Research about low-income college students is prevalent in the literature with a solid
base of findings about how lack of finances can block access to education. The tuition-free
scholarship programs discussed previously in this chapter draw upon this body of literature to
help explain the need for their programs. Often, studies consider whether an increase in low-
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income student degree completion rates has occurred in order to better evaluate tuition-free
programs. A fact sheet from the U. S. Executive Office of the President (2014) articulated and
elevated the need to increase access for low-income students. Below is a paragraph from the
executive summary introduction.
Each year hundreds of thousands of low-income students face barriers to college access
and success. Low-income students often lack the guidance and support they need to
prepare for college, apply to the best-fit schools, apply for financial aid, enroll and persist
in their studies, and ultimately graduate. As a result, large gaps remain in educational
achievement between students from low-income families and their high-income peers.
Increasing college opportunity is not just an economic imperative, but a reflection of our
values. We need to reach, inspire, and empower every student, regardless of background,
to make sure that our country is a place where if you work hard, you have a chance to get
ahead. (p. 2)
Study findings support the preceding information from the White House report. Research
on low-income students consistently indicates that low family income contributes to lower rates
of college access and degree completion, as well as challenging barriers in the college access and
continuance process (Becker et al., 2009; Center for Community College Student Engagement,
2017; Scommegna, 2013; U. S. Executive Office of the President (2014)). The range of barriers
faced by low-income students are described in another excerpt from the U. S. Executive Office
of the President (2014) report:
Low-income students face barriers to college success at every stage of the education
pipeline, from elementary school through post-secondary education, sometimes in spite
of their academic achievements. Many of these students lack the support and resources to
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navigate college preparation—from test taking, to applications, to financial aid—and they
end up choosing a college that is not a good fit for them or no college at all. (p. 14)
Scommegna (2013) added that, consequently, low-income students face a disadvantage in the job
market without a college degree, as well as a greater chance of becoming unemployed later.
The Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE) (2017) published a
comprehensive special report about finances for community college students. The report is based
on a survey administered to over 99,000 students at 177 community colleges in 2016, and these
results also pointed to the link between lack of finances and college withdrawal.
The cost of attending community college is a concern for many community college
students, with nearly half (47%) of CCCSE respondents saying that lack of finances is an
issue that could cause them to withdraw. Thus, making sure students can pay for
college—and pay for housing, food, and other basic needs while in college—must be an
integral part of the completion agenda. (p. 2)
Beyond the research and discussions about the challenges and barriers faced by lowincome students, many studies and reports explore promising interventions and best practices to
improve college access, retention, and degree completion (Becker et al., 2009; Center for
Community College Student Engagement, 2017; Scommegna, 2013; U. S. White House Office
of the Press Secretary, 2015). Noteworthy is a comprehensive guide for colleges and universities
titled “Beyond Financial Aid,” published by the Lumina Foundation (Priyadarshini, Cooper,
Johnstone, & Karandjeff, 2015). Best practices and success stories from around the country are
showcased. The purpose of the guide is to help 2- and 4-year institutions access, design, and
implement supportive measures for low-income students in a practical and systematic way.
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Academically underprepared college students.
Studies about the characteristics of academically underprepared college students were not
found, although limited research about students who enter college underprepared is available.
Studies about learning support/remedial classes where students are placed upon college entry are
readily available; it seems the focus in the literature has been on the classes and their effect on
the students rather than the characteristics of the students.
Remedial college classes are identified in different ways because their designation as
such has evolved over time. According to Daiek, Dixon, and Talbert (2012), common names for
non-college-level classes in recent years are developmental courses, learning support services,
and gateway classes. Most developmental education research is focused on the rationale for the
classes, growth in numbers of students who are not college-ready, the delivery methods of the
classes, and the effectiveness of the classes. Perin (2013) pointed out the following:
The persistence and graduation rates of students who enter community colleges with low
skills are extremely low (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010), and the effectiveness of
development education has been questioned (Scott-Clayton & Rodriguez, 2012). Various
reforms have been suggested, including embedding developmental instruction in collegecredit course work rather than teaching the skill in standalone courses (Bailey, Hughes, &
Jaggars, 2012; Carlson, 2011; Complete College America, 2012; Edgecombe, 2011). (p.
2)
Jones (2015) made the case that “poorly designed and delivered remedial courses” (p. 1)
are an obstacle to college completion. Jones is the founder of Complete College America (CCA),
a national nonprofit with the purpose of increasing college degrees or credentials for Americans.
Jones (2015) reported that, “Remedial students graduate at about half the rate of their college-
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ready peers” (p. 26). Jones (2015) called for a new way to assist academically underprepared
students. Known as co-requisite remediation, students are placed “directly into college-level
courses with additional academic support” (p. 26). Attrition is reduced and students are less
likely to lag behind peers as they progress toward a degree (Jones, 2015).
Co-requisite remediation was adopted as the developmental education delivery model in
Tennessee in fall 2015, the same time as the first class of Tennessee Promise students were
admitted. According to Smith (2016), the new delivery model is showing success.
Literature about Tennessee Promise Community Service Requirement
To be eligible for the scholarship, Tennessee Promise applicants must complete 8 hours
of community service prior to each semester. The rationale for this requirement comes from the
research on community service as a factor in retention and student success (Gallini & Moely,
2003). In their summary of the research, Cruce and Moore (2007) stated that community service
can be a factor in achieving higher grades, increased critical thinking skills, stronger leadership
skills, and increased self-confidence. In 2013, Moely and Ilustre found similar results.
Sometimes community service overlaps with a college’s service-learning opportunities,
again a factor in retention and student success (Becker et al., 2009). Becker et al. explained that,
“Service learning integrates community service experiences with academic instruction” (p. 164).
LCC students are encouraged to choose classes that incorporate service learning because these
hours will also count as community service hours for continued scholarship eligibility.
Literature about Mentorship Programs
As noted in Chapter One, an important feature of Tennessee Promise is mentorship from
a trained volunteer in the student’s local community. Numerous studies reference mentoring as a
resource to improve retention and help students continue toward degree completion. However,
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most research looks at peer mentoring or faculty/staff mentoring among students at four-year
institutions (Crisp & Cruz, 2009). Additionally, Crisp and Cruz (2009) acknowledge the need for
studies at all institutions evaluating the role of others in the lives of students and the way that
communication styles and personality affect the success of a mentoring relationship.
Some information specific to students at two-year institutions does exist. For example,
Crisp (2010) reviewed mentoring literature specific to community college students. She found
that mentoring had “a positive impact on numerous student outcomes including student
performance, intellectual and critical thinking skills, student self-confidence, students' latent
abilities, self-actualization, expectations and future aspirations, grade point average, and
persistence rates” (Crisp, 2010, p. 41). She also acknowledged the need for more research on the
relationship between college persistence and mentoring (Crisp, 2010).
Comes (2017) references the value of mentoring in statewide free-tuition college
programs. He states that, “These programs are designed to expand access to students who might
not have otherwise enrolled, so it's possible that the support of a mentor could be the difference
between getting a degree and dropping out” (p. 1). Comes (2017) compares two programs with
different mentoring models and different costs—Tennessee and Minnesota. His insights may
help explain why some students’ mentor experiences in this study were not as useful as others,
and the article’s comparison of two different models is useful for anyone considering mentoring
program options.
As explained in this study, Tennessee Promise relies on volunteers and is administered by
three partnering organizations. For LCC students, tnAchieves administers the mentoring program
in 85 out of 95 counties in the state. Comes (2017) draws on the thoughts of an experienced
tnAchieves administrator to explain what is happening in the mentoring program in Tennessee.
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Graham Thomas, Deputy Director of Engagement and Partnerships at tnAchieves says
mentors fill three roles: a taskmaster, a trusted college resource, and a source of
encouragement. “There’s this mindset in TN where a lot of parents think ‘I’m doing just
fine, so you don't need to go to college.’ Mentors provide some encouragement they
might not get at home.”
While there is no requirement for a mentor to have attained a postsecondary
education, 94% have a postsecondary credential and 54% have an advanced degree - this
in a state where only 39% of the population has any sort of degree. Retention is strong,
with about 50% of mentors returning annually.
But this model has some challenges. Recruiting volunteers is a grassroots affair,
and it is not easy in every part of the state. “In the suburbs of Nashville it isn’t really
challenging to find someone to invest some time. Rural Tennessee is a lot more difficult,”
says Thomas. Quality and consistency in messaging provided by mentors is also a
concern. The success of these mentoring relationships is largely dependent on the
capacity and knowledge of whoever volunteers. Also, accountability for both mentors
and mentees is limited. Mentors are not required to track their interactions with students,
and outside of the two mandatory in-person meetings, students are not required to
participate in any other interactions. (p. 1)
In contrast, the Minnesota mentoring program is contracted out to InsideTrack, an
organization that provides coaching programs for institutions. Mentors, known as coaches, are
college graduates, many of whom have advanced degrees. They do not have face-to-face
meetings with the students; all interactions are by phone, email, or text. As with the Tennessee
model, there are challenges, explained by Comes (2017) below:
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But this model also has challenges. Students in the pilot cohort only began receiving
mentoring services upon the awarding of the grant (mostly in August or September of
their first year) so the design did little to address summer melt—when students intend to
enroll in college but lose steam in the summer and fail to show up in the fall. Using
highly trained coaches offers accountability and consistency in messaging but greatly
expands the number of students per mentor—InsideTrack coaches had about 175 students
each for the first year of the pilot. And as in Tennessee, the amount of interaction is
largely dependent on the student, with some only meeting the bare minimum while others
seek out much more contact. (p. 1)
According to Comes (2017), the cost comparison between the two models is significant.
In Minnesota, the cost was over $900 per student at the time of the study, but the amount varies
depending on the number of students who receive the award money each year. The cost is about
$10 per student in Tennessee.
Literature about Retention and Persistence for Community College Students
Student retention and persistence are intertwined with the research referenced earlier in
this chapter about first-generation college students, low-income college students, academically
underprepared college students, community service and service-learning programs, mentorship
programs, and other tuition-free scholarship programs. However, stepping back to take an
intentional look at student retention and persistence apart from other literature is important to this
study because the Tennessee Promise scholarship program examines retention and persistence to
evaluate program outcomes.
Multiple definitions for retention and persistence exist in the literature, often tied to a
particular institution or for a particular purpose. For this study, the following definitions are
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appropriate guides. A report from the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2018)
defines retention as “continued enrollment (or degree completion) within the same higher
education institution in the fall semesters of a student’s first and second year” (p. 7). In the same
report, persistence is defined as “continued enrollment (or degree completion) at any higher
education institution—including one different from the institution of initial enrollment—in the
fall semesters of a student’s first and second year” (p. 7). Note that retention is tied to the
institution and persistence remains an attribute of the student.
The National Student Clearinghouse gathers data nationally, allowing researchers to see
student persistence across state lines. They report that “six out of 10 students who begin college
at a two-year public institution persist into the second fall term. Of the students who persist,
nearly one in five do so at a transfer destination” (p. 1). These numbers are similar to the
retention rate of all freshmen in the state of Tennessee. The retention rate at any institution in the
Tennessee Board of Regents system was 52.8% in 2017 with a similar rate of 51.5% to home
institutions (Tennessee Board of Regents, Office of Policy and Strategy, n.d.).
Differences between the completion rates of Tennessee Promise scholarship recipients
and other students who did not have the Promise scholarship are emerging as significant. For
example, “Students in the first Tennessee Promise cohort had a three-year completion rate of
30.1%, whereas the year before the program started, the three-year completion rate was 23.5%”
(Kast, 2019, p. 4). For the second cohort (2016 entry), 72.1% were still enrolled in the fall of
2017 (THEC/TSAC, p. 17). Why does this matter? Driscoll and Benitez-Ramirez (2019) state it
well:
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The TN Promise was founded on the supposition that having a prepared workforce in the
state will raise the future economic, social, and health outcomes in the state. Retaining
students working toward degrees is an important step in the overall initiative. (p. 7)
Summary
This chapter discussed literature that informed the current study. In Chapter Three, the
study’s research design is discussed along with a description of the setting, student population,
sample selection, data collection, data analysis, and the researcher’s perspective. Chapter Four
contains a presentation of the basic data with analysis and findings. Chapter Five concludes with
a summary of the study, a discussion of the findings, implications for practice, recommendations
for future research, and a conclusion.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHOD
The purpose of this basic qualitative study is to understand the experience of Tennessee
Promise students at Lakeside Community College as they navigate entry and continuance as
scholarship recipients. This chapter includes a description of the research design, setting, student
population, sample, recruitment strategy, data collection and analysis, and concludes with the
researcher’s perspective.
Research Design
The goal of a basic qualitative study aligns well with this study’s purpose of
understanding the experience of Tennessee Promise students as they navigate college entry and
continuance as scholarship recipients. It can be explained best with the observation by Merriam
and Tisdell (2016) that “all qualitative research is interested in how meaning is constructed, how
people make sense of their lives and their worlds” (p. 25). But the “primary goal of a basic
qualitative study is to uncover and interpret these meanings” (p. 25).
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), basic qualitative studies are the most common
form of qualitative study in the field of education, although they are present in many disciplines.
Data are often collected through interviews, and data analysis may involve the identification of
themes and patterns that are later presented as findings. With a basic design, “The overall
purpose is to understand how people make sense of their lives and their experiences” (p. 24).
Setting
The setting for this study was Lakeside Community College (LCC), a large regionally
accredited community college in the state of Tennessee. The college serves over 10,500 students
across five campuses in two counties, encompassing rural, suburban, and inner-city locations.

42

Associate of Applied Science degrees, Associate of Science degrees, and Associate of Arts
degrees are awarded. Multiple transfer pathways are in place with colleges and universities
within the state, and with a growing number of out-of-state institutions. It is important to note
that LCC requires orientation and advising for all new students to ensure successful academic
choices and strategies.
Description of Student Population
With an open-door admission policy, LCC serves a diverse student population who enter
with a wide range of backgrounds. Some students have grown up expecting to attend college,
and some are considering a college degree for the first time because of the scholarship program.
While some have supportive families, others are challenged by the lack of parental/family
support. Students come from public school, private school, and homeschool backgrounds.
With limited exceptions, Tennessee Promise students enter directly from high school,
but as expected, their educational goals vary. Many students take classes in preparation for
transfer to a 4-year college or university. Other students seek a career program or Associate of
Applied Science degree in hopes of entering the workplace after 2 years of study.
All Tennessee Promise students are required to meet several times with an advisor to
develop an academic plan leading to a degree. They do not have the option to select classes on
their own during their first two semesters. Career and major exploration services are available to
all students, and they are encouraged to take advantage of this resource.
Academic preparation varies widely, partly because an open-door admission policy
means that there is no GPA requirement or placement score required for entry, just the high
school diploma from a public school, private school, or homeschool. Some students are well
prepared academically and may have been accepted to 4-year schools with rigorous admission
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standards. Some students have college credit because they took one or more classes in high
school as a participant in a dual enrollment program. When they apply to the college, all students
must demonstrate readiness for college-level work with acceptable test scores from the ACT or
the Accuplacer placement test.
Sample
Sample Selection
This study employed purposeful sampling to recruit second-semester Tennessee Promise
participants who had completed at least two semesters of college. This section defines and
describes purposeful sampling and the rationale for its use in this study.
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that qualitative studies frequently use purposeful
sampling. Purposeful sampling is “based on the assumption that the investigator wants to
discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most
can be learned” (p. 96). Patton (2015) described purposeful sampling further as the process of
“selecting information-rich cases to study, cases that by their nature and substance will
illuminate the inquiry question being investigated” (p. 264). Tennessee Promise participants who
had completed at least two semesters were expected to have significant experience with the
program. A rich, thick description was a reasonable assumption for this study.
To begin purposeful sampling for this study, it was important for selection criteria to be
in place because of the large numbers of Tennessee Promise students who were in college from
the fall 2016 and fall 2017 entry years. The criteria was that participants must be Tennessee
Promise scholarship recipients who began in fall 2016 or fall 2017 and maintained eligibility into
their second semester. The rationale for this decision was that these students would have had
recent memories of their entry process as well as their first semester experiences in the program.
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They would have completed their community service requirements at least twice, and they would
have thoughts about their mentoring process in the program. These sample participants had
obvious relevance to the research problem of understanding how students experience college
when tuition is not an issue.
Sample Size
The number of participants in the sample was guided by the point at which data
saturation was reached or redundancy was reached (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that
In purposeful sampling the size of the sample is determined by informational
considerations. If the purpose is to maximize information, then sampling is terminated
when no new information is forthcoming from newly sampled units; thus redundancy is
the primary criterion. (p. 202)
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) elaborated by noting that since it is not possible to know
ahead of time when saturation will occur, “Data analysis is best done simultaneously with data
collection” (p. 101). In this study, data analysis was conducted as each interview was transcribed.
Data saturation occurred after the ninth participant.
Recruitment
After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Boards at Lakeside Community
College and the University of Tennessee, participants were recruited in two ways simultaneously
in the late spring, summer, and fall of 2018. An informational flier (Appendix D) was prepared
for advisors to distribute in the LCC Advising Centers at each of the five campuses. Interested
students were invited to contact the researcher by email, phone, or in person to set up an
interview time of approximately 30 minutes.
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In the Advising Centers, the researcher talked with each of the advisors to request help in
handing out or posting the information fliers to students who were at least in their second
semester as Tennessee Promise scholarship participants. Because all second-semester students
are required to meet with an advisor to register for fall classes during this time, access to this
group of students was not difficult.
Data Collection
Data for this study were collected during individual interviews in person, by phone and
from researcher field notes. Interviews were scheduled at a convenient time for students and
were held in the researcher’s private office or in a private office at one of the site campuses.
Each participant reviewed and signed the informed consent document and understood the study’s
objectives and purpose.
A semi-structured interview was followed with two open-ended predetermined questions
designed to allow participants to describe their experiences in the Tennessee Promise scholarship
program from program entry until the present moment (Appendix B). All interviews were
recorded with the permission of the participants. Participants chose pseudonyms and were
offered the opportunity to read the transcript for approval before the study was finalized. All
participants approved their transcripts, with two participants offering minor wording changes to
their statements.
The researcher recorded written field notes to determine follow-up questions that needed
to be asked and recorded observations that were pertinent to the study. Field notes were an
important way to supplement data gathered from the interviews.
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Data Analysis
As noted earlier in this chapter, the researcher transcribed and analyzed interviews as
they occurred to determine data saturation. The constant comparative analysis method was used
to identify themes after the individual transcripts were coded, as this strategy is best suited for
this basic qualitative study. First developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), Merriam and Tisdell
(2016) described the method in this way:
The basic strategy of the method is to do just what its name implies—constantly
compare. The researcher begins with a particular incident from an interview, field notes
or document and compares it with another incident in the same set of data or in another
set. These comparisons lead to tentative categories that are then compared to each other
and to other instances. Comparisons are constantly made within and between levels of
conceptualization until a theory can be formulated. (p. 228)
To assist with coding and analysis, the researcher used NVivo, one of the qualitative
analysis software tools. NVivo, like other programs, has several advantages as noted by Merriam
and Tisdell (2016). Data are easily organized and easy to retrieve, data can be easier to examine
closely to reveal less apparent concepts, and concepts can be mapped to reveal relationships that
may not stand out as well without a visual representation.
Researcher Perspective
As the director of new student orientation at Lakeside Community College, the researcher
is responsible for the design and implementation of mandatory orientation events for all new
students, including Tennessee Promise students. Because of the specificity of the scholarship
program requirements, separate orientations are provided for this group and their parents. In the
researcher’s role in the college, she observes the excitement of the students and families, their
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gratitude for the opportunity, and the challenges they face as they navigate unfamiliar
requirements and expectations. The researcher’s interest in this research topic came from her
desire to know more about how students experience entry into the program and continuance as
they progress through each semester toward degree completion. The researcher is positioned to
observe and participate as the college experiences the changes associated with implementing the
program successfully each year.
The researcher is an advocate for the mentoring program, having seen positive results
with students and families. She has volunteered as a mentor with tnAchieves since the beginning
of the scholarship program, serving five to 10 mentees each year. Each spring, she receives a list
of mentees from tnAchieves and meets students and families in person at the first required
meeting, usually held in a high school. Over time, she has experienced years when she was able
to help most of the students, years when she was able to help only a few students, and years
when no one asked for help. Sometimes students respond to texts and emails, and sometimes
they do not. In most cases, family members do respond, and helping families understand the
application process has been a way to help the students. Through these relationships, family
members sometimes decide to enroll in college to begin or continue their own education.
The researcher understands that not all students successfully complete the scholarship
application process, not all students remain eligible, and not all students succeed in college. But
it is a satisfying experience to help as students and families understand the application process
for the scholarship and for the college. The researcher feels that tnAchieves provides excellent
training in helping mentors know what to do, know what is reasonable to expect, and know how
to interact with high school students and their families. She is aware that working for a
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community college does make it easier for her to mentor students, as she has easy access to
college and scholarship information.
Knowledge of the researcher’s personal background is relevant to this study. With
scholarships and family financial support, she attended a 4-year college directly from high
school. Not a first-generation college student, she came from a middle-income family who
supported her decision to attend college. Pertinent to her passion for college is the fact that she
grew up in a small textile mill town where teenagers were expected to drop out of high school at
age 16, go to work in the mill, rent a company house, buy a red Mustang, and raise a family who
would then repeat the cycle as a mill village family. In other words, leaving town to attend
college was not viewed as important, and community college/technical school options were not
yet available in the area. The opportunity to attend college opened a new world for her. She
remains grateful.
Summary
In this chapter, the study’s research design was discussed along with a description of the
setting, student population, sample, recruitment strategy, and data collection and analysis, and
concluded with the researcher’s perspective. Chapter Four presents the basic data with analysis
and findings. Chapter Five concludes with a summary of the study, a discussion of the findings,
implications for practice, recommendations for future research, and a conclusion.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS
The purpose of this study was to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise
students at Lakeside Community College (LCC) as they navigated entry and continuance as
scholarship recipients. First, this chapter describes the study’s participants. Next, the findings of
the study are discussed, along with the themes and subthemes that resulted from analysis of the
interview data.
Participants
This study employed purposeful sampling to recruit nine LCC Tennessee Promise
Scholarship participants who entered as freshmen in the fall of 2016 or 2017 and remained
eligible throughout their time at LCC by meeting all requirements. Six participants were
interviewed in person and three were interviewed by telephone. In-person interviews were
conducted in the researcher’s office at the main LCC campus (3) or in a private office on an LCC
satellite campus (3).
Participants completed a brief demographic form (provided in Appendix C) prior to their
interviews. The information from the demographic forms, along with comments provided during
their interviews, are summarized in this section. Individual participant profiles follow the
summary.
All participants identified themselves and their families as middle income. Seven
participants were current students at the time of their interviews, and two graduated in the
semester prior to their interviews. After graduation, five participants planned to transfer to a 4year college or university to pursue a bachelor’s degree, one planned to enter the workplace, one
planned to complete an applied technology program, and two were already in their first semester
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at their respective universities. All participants who had not yet graduated from LCC with
associate’s degrees expected to maintain eligibility in the program until graduation. All but one
participant had utilized the scholarship money; this participant did not have a tuition gap and
thus did not need the tuition help.
Participants ranged from 18 to 21 years of age. At the time of the interviews, their GPAs
ranged from 2.2 to 4.0. Two participants identified themselves as first-generation college
students. Two participants were required to take remedial courses upon entry to college.
Remedial courses, known as corequisite remediation courses at LCC, are required if a student’s
ACT score is below the required standard to begin a college course of study in math, English, or
reading.
Six participants attended a public high school (all different), one attended a private K-12
school, and two were homeschooled. Of the nine participants, five were enrolled in a community
college during high school as dual enrollment students, taking one or two courses a semester as
juniors and/or seniors. LCC defines dual enrollment students as any student who is currently in
high school while taking college classes, either online, in a high school classroom, or on a
college campus.
Participant Profiles
Each participant chose a pseudonym for use in the study. Following is a profile for each
participant based on the answers provided on the demographic form and comments made to the
researcher during the interviews.
Bill. Bill was a 20-year-old male student who entered LCC in the fall of 2017 from a
private high school. Originally, Bill intended to go to work directly after high school and then
enter trade school, specifically the Tennessee College of Applied Technology (TCAT), to study
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automotive technology. Upon learning that Tennessee Promise would pay his tuition for either a
TCAT program or an associate’s degree, Bill encountered a dilemma. There was no opening in
his program at TCAT at the time, so Bill met with an advisor at LCC and learned that an
Associate of Applied Science (AAS) degree in mechanical engineering technology was a “handson” major that he thought he would enjoy. At first, Bill planned to take classes only until an
opening at TCAT became available, but he decided to complete his degree at LCC and then
transfer to continue working toward his bachelor’s degree.
Because Bill enjoys working on cars, he felt confident about his career choice. He likes
taking things apart and putting them back together again. One of the phrases he used to describe
himself in his interview was “grease monkey when I was born, grease monkey when I die.” As a
first-generation college student, his family was supportive and engaged in the process of learning
about his educational choices right along with him.
During the study, Bill was in his third semester and on track to receive his AAS degree in
mechanical engineering technology in two or three more semesters. Because AAS degrees are
designed for direct entry into the workplace rather than transfer to a college or university for
continuance toward a bachelor’s degree, Bill added to his schedule the necessary classes to
prepare for transfer, all with the help of his advisors.
Bill struggled with higher level math, which prompted him to discuss his 2.2 GPA.
Aware that he must maintain a 2.0 to graduate, he dealt with academic stress over his grades at
that point. If his GPA dropped below a 2.0, Bill would also lose his Tennessee Promise
scholarship. This was a major concern for Bill and his family because he needed and utilized the
scholarship money up to that point. Although Bill was not required to take remedial math, he
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acknowledged that the preparation class would have been helpful and perhaps made it easier for
him to keep a higher GPA.
In his first semester, Bill failed two classes because he worked too many hours in an
outside job, leaving insufficient time to study. This was due in part to his late decision to pursue
a degree at LCC rather than attend TCAT, where homework outside of class would have been
minimal. Following his first semester, he adjusted his outside work and commitments to allow
adequate study time. He said that helped him with time management.
Chris. Chris was a 21-year-old male student who entered LCC in the fall of 2016. Prior
to college, Chris graduated from a public high school and was a dual enrollment student for two
semesters, earning 9 credit hours. Uncertain at first whether he would take advantage of
Tennessee Promise, he was glad that he did. As an honors student in high school, Chris
considered the stigma of attending a community college rather than a university, thinking that
LCC might just be “13th grade.” Chris was not required to take any remedial classes when he
began college, and he was not a first-generation college student.
Chris graduated with honors with an Associate of Science degree with a 3.7 GPA from
LCC in the semester prior to his interview. He followed a transfer pathway for his major and, at
the time of the interview, was in his first semester at a university, majoring in child and family
studies. Chris utilized the Tennessee Promise scholarship each semester while at LCC. He
reported with considerable excitement and gratitude that in his new institution, he was offered a
scholarship through an endowment for prior Tennessee Promise recipients. His tuition was fully
paid for at least two semesters, and he said he could handle the worry about how to pay for his
senior year.
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Dustin. Dustin was a 21-year-old male student who entered LCC in the fall of 2016 from
a large public high school. Dustin was required to take one remedial course in English, which he
completed in his first semester with an A. At the time of the interview his GPA was 3.9. Dustin
identified as a first-generation college student, a point of considerable pride for him and for his
family.
Dustin expected to graduate at the end of the semester with an Associate of Applied
Science degree in business with a concentration in management. Dustin was excited to have a
part-time job that was to become full-time upon his graduation. It was a job that he enjoyed and
matched his skill set. Dustin was interested in the field long-term as his career choice. He
considered, however, a return to college later to pursue a bachelor’s degree. His employer
encouraged him to take this step to enhance his career advancement opportunities in
management. Dustin could possibly earn his bachelor’s degree online with his employer’s
financial assistance while continuing to work full time. Dustin was aware that he needed to take
extra classes to match the transfer pathway since he initially chose a career pathway for his
associate’s degree at LCC. AAS degrees, as noted earlier, are designed for direct entry into the
workplace, not for transference to a 4-year institution.
As noted in Chapter One, Tennessee Promise is a last-dollar scholarship designed to pay
tuition for a student only when there is a gap in funding from other sources. In Dustin’s case, he
did not need Tennessee Promise scholarship money at all, but maintained his eligibility
throughout his time at LCC just in case it might be needed. He also understood and appreciated
the value of the community service hours. He commented that it was the first time he felt that he
was working (volunteering) for a bigger goal for himself and his community. The experience
made him aware of his transition to adulthood.
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Heavyn. Heavyn was a 19-year-old female student who entered LCC in the fall of 2017
from a rural public high school. Heavyn described herself as an “all over the place” high school
student as she tried to decide what to do with her life after high school graduation. She was quick
to smile and chuckle as she shared her story. Her original desire was to attend an out-of-state
discipleship training school for 2 years, followed by mission work in another country. When a
paperwork snafu prevented her from attending this school, she decided on a local 4-year school
where she would have friends from high school. Fortunately, she was accepted with enough
scholarship funding to pay most of the tuition if she lived at home. However, as the time to begin
college edged closer, Heavyn decided she wanted a “fresh start” in a new place that would
enable her to leave the high school “drama and nonsense” behind. She applied “super last
minute” and was able to move her FAFSA Tennessee Promise money to LCC in time to begin
the fall semester. Because her high school counselors had encouraged all students to apply and
remain eligible for Tennessee Promise as a backup in case they needed to go to a community
college, Heavyn was able to switch to LCC in time to register for classes and begin her fall
semester. She was quick to express appreciation for the wisdom and guidance she received in her
high school.
At the time of the interview, her GPA was 3.3. She was not a first-generation student, and
she was not required to complete any remedial courses when she entered college. She had
utilized her Tennessee Promise scholarship each semester so far and expected to continue
needing the money.
Heavyn pursued an Associate of Science in teaching degree. She expected to transfer to a
4-year institution to complete her degree in elementary education, and she considered focusing
on a career with special needs children. She thought about taking a 6-month break before
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transitioning to her next school to fulfill her dream of doing mission work in another country.
She had already connected with an international organization that provides local training and
short-term mission opportunities all around the world.
James. James was a 19-year-old male student who entered LCC in the fall of 2017. Prior
to college, James graduated from homeschool and was a dual enrollment student for two
semesters, earning 6 credit hours. At the time of the interview, he had two semesters remaining
at LLC and planned to earn his Associate of Arts degree and transfer to a 4-year college or
university as an English major. His GPA was 4.0. James was not required to complete any
remedial classes when he entered LCC, and he did need the Tennessee Promise scholarship
money each semester. His motivation for attending a community college was the free tuition.
In his interview, James provided short, concise answers to questions. He did not elaborate
often about his experiences, although he was positive and appreciative of the Tennessee Promise
program.
Levi. Levi was a 19-year-old male student who entered LCC in the fall of 2017 from a
public high school. Before beginning at LCC, Levi took five classes in culinary arts at his high
school, which helped prepare him for his choice of major—hotel, restaurant, and tourism.
Although Levi enjoyed culinary arts, doing most of the cooking for his family, he realized that he
was most interested in the business side of the industry. He believed his interest in the hospitality
industry may have come from his parents, both educators, who are involved in this career field.
Levi expected to graduate after one more semester at LCC with his Associate of Science
degree and transfer to a 4-year institution. At the time of the interview Levi held two part-time
jobs—one on campus and one outside the college—while maintaining a GPA of 3.6. Levi was
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not required to take any remedial classes when he began college, and he was not a firstgeneration college student.
Luke. Luke was a 21-year-old male student who entered LCC in the fall of 2016. Prior to
college, Luke graduated from homeschool and was a dual enrollment student for four semesters,
earning 17 credit hours before he entered college. He was not required to take any remedial
classes and was not a first-generation student. Luke utilized his Tennessee Promise money every
semester while at LCC, explaining that he would not have had the money to attend college
without the free tuition.
Luke graduated with an Associate of Science degree from LCC in the semester prior to
his interview with a 3.5 GPA. He originally followed a transfer pathway in computer
engineering, but he changed to cyber security near the end of his time at LCC. At the time of the
interview, he was in his first semester at a university and happy with his choices, noting that he
felt well prepared for university academics.
Marie. Marie was an 18-year-old female student who entered LCC in the fall of 2017.
Prior to college, Marie graduated from a public high school and was a dual enrollment student
for two semesters, earning 6 credit hours. Her dual enrollment classes were not at LCC; they
were taught at her high school by professors from another community college in the area. She
was not required to take any remedial classes and was not a first-generation student. Her GPA at
the time of the interview was 3.7.
Originally Marie wanted to be a veterinarian. When she job-shadowed, however, she
found that the work was routine and decided to change to another medical field. Because her
mom was a surgical tech, she was familiar with that field and decided to pursue that career. Her
original desire after high school was to attend the Tennessee College of Applied Science (TCAT)
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to become a surgical tech, but she was too young to be accepted into the surgical technology
program. Utilizing the Tennessee Promise scholarship to obtain a degree was a step toward her
surgical tech career goal. Since LCC does not have a surgical tech program, she took pre-nursing
classes.
Marie expected to graduate after one more semester with her Associate of Science
degree. She then planned to attend TSAC to fulfill her dream of becoming a surgical tech.
McKenzie. McKenzie was a 19-year-old female student who entered LCC in the fall of
2017. Prior to college, McKenzie graduated from a public high school and was a dual enrollment
student for two semesters, earning credit hours. She took a remedial class in math upon entry as a
freshman, earning a grade of A. She was not a first-generation student. McKenzie’s older sister
also earned her degree from LCC when the previous tnAchieves scholarship program (discussed
in Chapter One) was in place. She said that it was much easier to navigate the application process
as the second child because everyone in the family was familiar with and supportive of the
application requirements and eligibility maintenance steps. While McKenzie was diligent in
keeping up with deadlines and requirements herself, she found it quite surprising that some of
her classmates wanted to send their parents to the required meetings in the place of the student
applicant. She was quick to point out to her classmates that it was time to grow up and accept
adult responsibilities.
McKenzie expected to graduate after one more semester with an Associate of Science
degree. She wanted to continue on to a 4-year degree institution and major in psychology. Her
GPA at the time of the interview was 3.4.
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Themes
Based on the analysis of researcher notes and interview data, seven major themes and
four subthemes were identified. The major themes are as follows: (1) decision to participate; (2)
application process; (3) program continuance requirements; (4) program challenges; (5)
community service experiences; (6) mentorship experiences; and (7) program outcomes. Figure 2
below illustrates the themes and subthemes that are discussed in this chapter.
Theme 1—Decision to Participate
The first theme identified in the data analysis was the decision to participate in the
Tennessee Promise scholarship program. All nine participants quickly and clearly remembered
various aspects of their decision process, reflected in the following three phases—initial hearing
about Tennessee Promise, uncertainty about participating, and reason to participate.
Initial Hearing about Tennessee Promise
All participants remembered when they initially heard about Tennessee Promise, one as
early as middle school and others as late as senior year in high school. Three participants, James,
Marie, and McKenzie, had older siblings who participated and graduated as Tennessee Promise
scholars, so they were aware not only of the program, but were cognizant of the requirements
and how things worked. Because of his brother’s experience, James remembered being stressed a
little bit because he knew how important it was to make sure he did not miss any meetings that
were held in his senior year, knowing that his eligibility would be lost. When asked if it was
easier because her sister was a Tennessee Promise recipient, Marie’s reply was, “Yes, cause I
kinda knew already that I had to do service hours, knew kinda what Tennessee Promise was, and
seeing like my sister go through it, it just made it easier.” McKenzie agreed when she reflected,
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Figure 2. Themes and Subthemes
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“Um… so I think it was easier knowing a little more about it. Just being the second child to go
through.”
As a homeschool student, Luke heard about Tennessee Promise from friends and in an
email in his junior year of high school. Levi knew about the program in his middle school years
or possibly even earlier “through the education vine.” He added with a smile that because both
his parents were employed in higher education, he “was fed it at home as well.” Levi also
remembered hearing about Tennessee Promise in his high school. All the other participants who
attended public or private high schools remembered learning about Tennessee Promise by
attending meetings conducted by their counselors in their junior year (Bill, Dustin, and
McKenzie) or their senior year (Chris, Heavyn, and Marie) of high school. Chris recalled that
“they really, really pushed Tennessee Promise.”
Dustin described his and his fellow students’ attitudes as they learned about the program.
There was a moment when the possibilities became real to them.
So I first heard about it in my junior year. It’s whenever they come talk to us and they
told us then about the requirements and all the different stuff we were gonna have to do.
And they told us that some things could change, some things could not change. But it was
my senior year that we had the first meetings about it and it was not really taken
seriously by any of us. So you are talking about a very large high school with many,
many, many students, and they didn’t really convey it as something that was super
serious. It wasn’t until we started talking to other college students who had already went
through the program—or the year previous program—that we realized, wait a minute—
they are actually giving away money for us to go. And that is when people started really
getting on top of their game with it. And it was by the second meeting that the whole
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attitude was changed. The first meeting—everybody was like this is a colossal waste of
my time. Like, why are they treating us like kids? And then by the second meeting it
started being like—I might actually want to really listen to this.
Uncertainty about Participating
After learning about Tennessee Promise, four participants were not sure about
participating, all for different reasons. McKenzie said that she and her parents were both unsure
about whether she should go to a community college first, but her sister’s positive experience
with community college was an important factor in her decision to commit.
As noted in her profile, Heavyn’s third choice was LCC. Initially, she wanted to go to a
discipleship training school in another state, then she decided to attend a local 4-year school, and
finally she chose LCC. Likewise, as explained in his profile, Bill did not originally plan to attend
a community college with the Tennessee Promise scholarship. His explanation follows:
It actually was a last-minute decision. So I had planned originally to spend time working
straight out of high school, and then as soon as TCAT—that’s Tennessee College of
Applied Technology—had an opening, going and doing automotive technology, so we
kinda flipped between colleges and I came here. And it was supposed to be really about a
semester deal until TCAT had an opening.
Chris was also uncertain about applying to the program. He expressed his uncertainty as
follows:
At first, I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to do it. Part of it was of course the stigma of,
you know, I was an honor student, the stigma of—oh, community college, it’s just 13th
grade. Which in hindsight, I am glad I didn’t listen to that.
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Reason to Participate
After making the decision to attend LCC and apply for Tennessee Promise, all
participants elaborated on their final reason for participating. For seven participants, the reason
was free tuition. Four of the seven elaborated a bit beyond the fact that they would have a
tuition-free education. James thought that, “It was kinda a given, that I would go to Lakeside
Community College. It was the closest school to me—community college—and I wanted to get
two free years.” Luke referenced the opportunity that the scholarship provided for someone who
could not attend without funding. He said, “I did not even know if I was going to go to college or
anything because my parents could not afford it and I couldn’t afford it. So when I heard about
that, I was like—all right.” Bill knew that he had to begin in the fall after high school to use his
Promise scholarship, so he explained that, “It was supposed to be really about a semester deal
until TCAT had an opening.” Heavyn was adamant about avoiding student debt. Her thoughts
follow:
If it wasn’t for TN Promise, I definitely probably would not have went to school right
away, because I was focusing on finances, and staying in a good financial place is a big
part of my life. I just hold it to high regard and getting into a bunch of student debt right
off the bat was not something I wanted to do. So I was like, you know, I have this
opportunity, I need to seize that opportunity before it’s just gone. Because at least if I
don’t like college, I’ll at least have an Associate’s out of the way, and if I decide to go
back later in life I can.
Two participants did not mention free tuition as a deciding factor. McKenzie said that her
sister’s participation in Tennessee Promise was important. Then she added, “I personally am glad
I chose it simply because I think the transition was easier for me from high school to here, to a
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community college instead of like a giant university.” Marie was clear that the money was not a
factor. Like McKenzie, she mentioned her sister’s participation. Then she elaborated, “I think,
because this is where my sister went, and she loved it here, I think I would have came here
anyway. Because I knew that I wanted to do something medical.”
Theme 2—Application Process
The second theme identified in the data analysis was the application process for the
Tennessee Promise scholarship program, which by necessity includes the application process for
the college. In this section, all participants described their experiences during the application
process before beginning college classes. Their comments are reflected in the following four
subthemes: applying to the program, family support, required meetings for high school seniors,
and the role of high school counselors.
Applying to the Program
All participants commented positively about the application process, expressed as follows
by each student. McKenzie simply said it “was a good experience.” She added that the meetings
were helpful, and she had all the information she needed. Marie elaborated and described her
experience applying at her high school this way, “Yeah, they took us to a computer lab, and then
gave us the websites. And then if we needed help through the application, they helped us. But it
was pretty easy, the application was.” Chris said that he “filled out the FAFSA first. And then
along with that, I think there was an initial application I had to fill out with the Tennessee
Promise. It didn’t take too long.” Levi and Heavyn both remembered applying at their high
schools, again noting a smooth process.
Luke’s experience as a former dual enrollment student expedited his LCC college
application. He explained:
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I was actually a dual enrollment student at Lakeside during high school, so getting all the
classes set up and making sure deadlines were met for the college and Promise was
actually easier for me because I already had a lot of that done through the dual enrollment
program. Yeah, so it was like a 30-minute process to go from dual enrollment to that,
because they already had received my ACT scores.
Dustin also noted that the application process “was very simplified, very easy, it wasn’t
hard to follow.” While Dustin had internet access in his home, he expressed his concern for
students without internet.
I do think they might have some workshops or something like that to better help students
get the process going. A lot of it is online, like you apply for it online. So if you don’t
have internet at home, and you are in high school where you don’t have free time, like
you don’t have a class break or something like that, that can be challenging to get time to
actually get that.
Bill remembered quite a few details about his application experience:
I went to a private school. I was going there, and the advisor at the time at the school had
heard about it, and we had a thing where they brought all the juniors and seniors into the
gym, and they were like here is what this is, here is the representative, ask any questions.
You know, we did our paperwork then, actually there. So I already had pretty much
almost all the necessary paperwork done before the first Promise meeting. And I just had
the FAFSA left, and the ACT.
James expressed some initial anxiety, but he added that he did make it through the
process. He expressed his feelings in this way:
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To be honest, I was kinda, like, a little bit scared that I wasn’t gonna make it, that I was
gonna mess up, and not get my two-year free college. The scariest part was the mentor
meetings. If I forget to go to one, I think there was just one that was required. But I was
under the impression that I had to go to all of them. And I did, but I don’t know, because
I heard some stories from my friends, where they lost out on it. They missed the mentor
meetings.
But, you know, I made it, and you know, it wasn’t that scary. You just gotta make
the meetings and submit the hours.
As noted earlier in the participate profiles, five participants were dual enrollment
students while in high school. Marie and Luke both commented that applying to the college as
freshmen and understanding college requirements was much easier as a result. The other three
participants (Chris, James, and McKenzie) did not comment specifically about dual enrollment
as a factor, but each said that their application process went smoothly.
Family Support
All participants recognized the value of the positive family support they received. Parents
attended the required high school meetings, helped with the FAFSA and other application
paperwork, and made community service suggestions. Six participants (Bill, Dustin, Heavyn,
Levi, Luke, and Marie) reported that one or both parents attended the required high school
meetings with them. Chris’s parents did not attend, and two participants (James and McKenzie)
did not provide this information. Note that students were required to attend to maintain
scholarship eligibility. Parents were encouraged to attend with their students but were not
required to be present.
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McKenzie found it puzzling that some students wanted to skip the required meetings and
send their parents in their place. She related her conversations with those students in this way:
A lot of times people would want to send their parents. But you can’t do that. I know of
people at Lincoln High School who said, I can’t come, like I wonder if my parents can
go. And I’m like no, they can’t. It’s like—come on.
My thing would just be to stay organized. It is also a growing up factor that a lot
of people need to realize, and you can’t have your mom or your dad hold your hand. You
need to do this. I mean, you’re going off to college. This kinda needs to be you. You need
to do it on your own.
Seven of the nine participants recalled the ways their parents helped them with the
application process. Chris remembered it this way: “I definitely needed help from family.
Especially considering their tax information. There is no way I would have been able to do that
on my own. I was claimed as a dependent.” Heavyn and Dustin also recalled that their families
helped them with the FAFSA process, which Heavyn described as “a very confusing document”
and Dustin described as “challenging.” Dustin felt that his parents received as much or more
information than he did from the first required high school meeting. He was impressed with their
knowledge about what to do next, and his description follows:
But the parents got a lot of great information. And they understood more than the
students did. Because I distinctly remember talking to my parents about it, like ok, what
is the first thing that I need to do with this, and they had a checklist. They were on top of
it. But the students, we were left kinda like we had the pieces of the puzzle, but we didn’t
know how to fit it together.
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The other participants were clear that their mothers played a significant role in helping
them with the application process. In Marie’s case, she said that her guidance counselors at
school helped her begin the process “and then my mom took over from there.” Bill also noted
that his mom helped with all the paperwork, especially the FAFSA, and Luke recognized his
mom’s help by saying that, “My mom did a good job of keeping track of a lot of that stuff.”
Levi’s words below provide a good summary of the role that moms can play for their students:
Mom pretty much already knew everything about it, because moms are moms. They are
going to do all the research before you have even had the idea in your head. But Mom’s
been a great help as far as applying and keeping up with my FAFSA and everything. She
actually does most of my FAFSA stuff for me, which is great.
James and McKenzie did not comment about parental help with the application process
itself. However, McKenzie recalled that her mom helped her find her first community service
location and encouraged her to keep track of the Tennessee Promise guidebook that provided all
the pertinent deadlines. She laughed as she remembered that experience:
Ummm, I kept up with my little green book that they gave us. I like, my mom was like,
do not lose this book, so I did not lose it! Yeah, I kept up with it, and we have a calendar
at home, so we go ahead and mark like anything, so I had dates kinda like memorized.
Marie was appreciative of her family support, which prompted her to express her concern
about other students as well as her awareness that as a high school student, it would have been
hard to persist with the application process by herself. The conversation between Marie and the
researcher follow:
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Marie: But then there’s other kids from the county I’m from and their parents don’t
know. Their parents didn’t get a college education, so it’s harder for them. So I would say
like for me, I didn’t have really any barriers.
Researcher: But you saw that people had barriers if their families weren’t involved?
Marie: Right, because there was some kids that they were going to the meetings by
themselves. Like the actual Tennessee Promise meetings. Their family wasn’t involved at
all. Or their family just didn’t understand it.
Researcher: So what I am hearing is family support is very important. Is that right?
Marie: Right. I think if I had to do it on my own, I probably wouldn’t, like because I
don’t know how to fill out the FAFSA. I don’t know how to do any of that.
Researcher: And you didn’t know that it is important enough to be persistent to ask?
Marie: Right. Like now, I would ask more. But as a senior in high school, you’re kinda
afraid to ask. You don’t really reach out for help.
Required Meetings for High School Seniors
All participants commented on the two required high school meetings; four had neutral
comments, two had negative comments, and three had mostly positive comments. Those with
neutral comments included James, who was just happy that he met the attendance requirement,
and Chris, who simply remembered that he was required to go. Marie recalled hearing mostly
about the deadlines and what was involved. For Luke, what stood out was that, “They made it
very, very clear in emails and meetings that if you missed one of these meetings, you are out of it
and we can’t get you back in, so I would be very diligent, and sure, I kept those dates
memorized.”
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Bill and Dustin experienced some frustration with their high school meetings. Bill was in
a crowded room and found it hard to hear the presenters. A portion of his conversation with the
researcher follows:
Bill: I think one thing I wish out of everything Promise, you know besides
communication, and besides all that stuff, I wish, and it wouldn’t affect me because I am
already past this point, but going further, when it is explained, it’s not in a crowded
random high school gym with 400 different people that you can barely hear what they are
saying.
Researcher: Are they using a microphone?
Bill: Yeah, and it didn’t work. I just want to know what I need to do to make sure that I
am not going to go broke. Financial aid and student loans aren’t an option for me.
Even though Dustin said that he “got a lot of information from the meetings,” he felt that
the presenters were speaking to the seniors as if they were children. His thoughts follow:
So the people that come to talk to students about Tennessee Promise was more focused
on talking to students as though they were children. And when you are 18 years old or
however old you are when [you] are a senior in high school, you kinda take an offense to
that. So you are like, well, I am just going to tune them out if they are going to talk to me
like a child. I’m not a child anymore. Especially by the third meeting, when you are in
college. You are an adult now. And that was just not the demeanor that was being given
by the people that were talking to us about it.
McKenzie, Levi, and Heavyn had mostly positive thoughts about their high school
meetings. It is useful to note that in a number of situations, the Tennessee Promise staff
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combined several high school populations and held the meetings in a larger location, such as the
meetings McKenzie described.
But my experience personally was a good experience. I felt like I got the knowledge I
needed to about it, and I think with the meetings whenever they would come and talk to
us about them—the first one, I was like, what is this? I was like, this is just crazy because
they would combine, not most of the high schools, but a few of the high schools with the
bigger meetings, so it was a little chaotic at first.
Again, Levi’s experience was mostly positive, although he recognized that he already
knew quite a bit about the program and its requirements. As noted earlier, Levi’s parents were
employed in higher education. He reflected:
They were not necessarily bad. But it was kind of. I don’t want to say it was telling me
information that I already knew, but it was definitely expanding on knowledge that I
pretty much already knew. You know, you had the two years at your choice of a
community college which I believe now has kind of expanded to other colleges as long as
they had two-year programs.
But it was definitely expanding on the knowledge that was already there, but I
believe that is where we got a contact with our Tennessee Promise mentor. The meetings
were beneficial. It wasn’t really anything that would hurt me, because you know back in
high school, I didn’t have as much responsibility. Being a young adult and not having as
many responsibilities as I do in college, it wasn’t necessarily pulling me away from
anything as far as time goes.
Heavyn provided more details about her high school meetings, all positive, and she
pointed out the availability of staff to answer questions. Her recollection is as follows:
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So I remember the first meeting. There was like three different schools that came. I think
Lakeside was one of the schools that came. It was like Lakeside Community College,
East College, and maybe McDonald State Community College. And each school made
their presentations to us. Like what they were all about and how Tennessee Promise
applied to those schools. And I remember we got a lot of papers and pamphlets and stuff.
But I know at the very first meeting—there was just a lot of information. It was
pretty clear, and everybody gave us all papers and fliers explaining everything. They
made themselves available so that if we needed to talk to them about anything, or if our
parents were confused about anything or worried, they could go and talk to them. It could
have been a long line or a good wait, but they were very available.
Role of High School Counselors
More than half of the participants referred to the role their high school counselors played
as they became aware of the Tennessee Promise scholarship program. In some cases, the
counselors also offered assistance during the application process.
Three participants did not discuss the role of their high school counselors. Luke and
James were homeschooled, and McKenzie did not comment. Of the remaining six participants,
only Dustin commented that counselors at his school were not involved. He said, “Our
counselors pretty much just make schedules and that was absolutely it. They didn’t venture out
of that.” Levi recalled that, “They took a whole day for high school seniors to actually get to go
into the auditorium and apply to different colleges.” Chris remembered his experience with his
high school counselors in this way:
Well, let’s see, it was senior year. I was in the second class that participated in Tennessee
Promise. So I heard it from the counselors at the school. Probably the teachers, too, but I
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think it was mainly the counselors. I remember we had a little chart outside the
counseling door. And it was marking the percentage of students who were going to
college, who had applied to college, since they were pushing that big time. They really,
really pushed Tennessee Promise.
Marie’s experience was similar in that the counselors took an active role in promoting
Tennessee Promise. She explained as follows:
The counselors at my school were actually really good about it. They took like, say a
homeroom up to a guidance office and made us actually apply to the colleges and really
talked about what Tennessee Promise was and all that stuff.
Bill’s experience at his private school also illustrates the role of his advisor (counselor) as
he became aware of and applied for Tennessee Promise. His recollection follows:
I went to a private school. I was going there, and the advisor at the time at the school had
heard about it, and we had a thing where they brought all the juniors and seniors into the
gym, and they were like here is what this is, here is the representative, ask any questions.
You know, we did our paperwork then, actually there. So I already had pretty much
almost all the necessary paperwork done before the first Promise meeting. And I just had
the FAFSA left, and the ACT.
We had paperwork. We filled it out. It must have been 20 pages. Handcramping
by the end of it, and then, you know, in classes, we would go through and do that. Yeah,
most of it was paperwork at the time, and then they would talk about it again because my
school does a thing where they sit down and meet with the students and parents at the end
of junior year and say, all right, this is what we expect you to do to graduate. Here is his
options for colleges based on his current GPA. Here is the high and low and all that.
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Heavyn remembered numerous ways her guidance counselors helped her. She also
complimented them on their efforts and recognized a number of details that were covered. She
expressed her thoughts as follows:
So it was at the end of junior year because we had done the ACT and stuff. And there’s
the very end of it when they kinda reintroduced it to us. But then senior year was when it
kinda kicked in and the FAFSA was a thing. And applying to colleges was a thing. And
then at the beginning, so probably I want to say anywhere from August to October was
our first meeting about it. They helped us. Each class would go to a computer lab at an
assigned time. The guidance counselors would be in there and walked us through it. Most
everybody applied for it, just to be safe because plans always change.
Our guidance counselors were amazing at helping us out and getting us on the
right track. Because they had this class of two to three hundred students and they helped
each and every one of us, which is super neat. If we were confused, they would help us.
They even gave us sheets to write down our usernames, password, and the security code
questions. So it was super helpful.
Our school was very adamant about reminders, especially the guidance
counselors, so we had like morning announcements that would remind us of things
coming up, things that were happening that day, or if we had a football game that night or
a basketball game that night, for the student section … what that theme was … just
random stuff like that. But the guidance counselors would make sure to post fliers up
everywhere, to make sure those announcements were filtering, and then when we would
have a meeting, they would tell us—remember—this meeting is coming up. And they
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gave us a folder—that I kept for like a year—that told us all the dates that things were
due, even the meeting that was the next year.
And we also got—along with our TN Promise sheet, we got a FAFSA sheet that
our counselors gave us to write down our username, password, the security questions, and
if we needed to log back in, we could. They were really, really good about keeping us in
the loop about it.
My high school is not a super small school, but it’s not one of the huge schools.
And so it is easier for the counselors to have more one-on-one time with the students and
be more intentional. Intentionality is something big because they want to help us to
succeed. And they were just trying their best, so they were doing a really good job.
In this section, the second theme, application process, was discussed along with four
subthemes: applying to the program, family support, required meetings for high school seniors,
and the role of high school counselors. Each subtheme was distinct but contributed to the
application process in such a way that participants mentioned them specifically.
Theme 3—Program Continuance Requirements
The third theme identified in the data analysis was program continuance requirements.
After Tennessee Promise scholarship recipients are accepted into the program, into the college,
and begin their first semester, they must maintain eligibility each term. As noted in Chapter One,
there are four Tennessee Promise requirements: submit 8 hours of community service each
semester by the deadline, complete the FAFSA yearly by the deadline, maintain a full-time
enrollment of at least 12 hours, and maintain a 2.0 GPA. Additionally, tnAchieves requires
students to attend a final meeting during their first semester of college, although excuses are
allowed if the student has a college class during that time. Students are provided with the dates
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and locations for this college meeting well in advance, usually during their senior year in high
school.
Participants provided few comments about their program continuance requirements with
the exception of the requirement to complete 8 hours of community service. Therefore,
community service will be discussed as a separate theme later in this chapter. Participant
comments about the other four requirements are presented below.
FAFSA Submission Annual Requirement
Three participants (Bill, Levi, and Marie) acknowledged that their mothers were taking
care of the FAFSA filing requirements for them, noting that reporting parent tax information is
part of the process. But Heavyn outlined her problems taking care of some issues she
encountered:
It was a hoot of a time! Because it was kind of confusing for me because it is just a very
confusing document. I even had trouble this semester and this is like my fifth time—
fourth or fifth time doing a FAFSA. So like—it was something to do with if the slightest
thing changes, you have to like go through all these hoops. I think I may have actually
answered something wrong or whatever, but it was one of my parent’s information
things, and I was like—I have no idea. Yeah, I had to go in and fix that, but if I had any
questions I knew I could go talk to my counselors because they were helping us with that,
too. It was just that for my stepdad, him remembering his PIN was not easy, because I
would have to know it for certain things and then he would not know it.
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Credit Hour Requirement
Students must remain at full-time status (12 credit hours) to receive the scholarship,
although in exceptional situations, students may file appeals. While Marie considered the
requirement to remain at full-time status reasonable to achieve, Bill was frustrated.
Marie felt that 12 hours was easy to handle and said, “I think even 18 would be fine.” She
did say that 12 hours could be enough if students had particularly hard classes, such as anatomy
and physiology. On the other hand, Bill’s frustration centered on finding enough classes to
remain at full-time status. His concern follows:
The 12 hours gets me though, because you know, it’s like I have to take classes in certain
orders and I have to think like 2 years and ahead, because I could be like I end up in
semester four with being slammed by prerequisites. I can only take nine hours. Whoops,
there goes my scholarship!
You know, I am the type of person who doesn’t like being told things last minute.
And like this semester the math class that I am currently taking has the next one. And it’s
a big requirement, like I have to have this math class to do anything. If I don’t do this,
then I am definitely not keeping the scholarship because I’m not going to have 12 hours. I
get a laissez faire kind of blah email saying—sorry we cancelled your class, you’ve got to
pick another one and it was a month before school started. And you know it’s like—what
do you want me to do here? I have to have this class. So I had to rush to my advisor, who
was very helpful with that but you know, had I not gotten it back, I wouldn’t have my
scholarship.
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GPA Requirement
Students must maintain a 2.0 GPA to keep their scholarship. It is important to note that
graduation also requires a 2.0 GPA. Three participants (Dustin, Bill, and Heavyn) felt that the
GPA requirement was fine, but Heavyn explained that she knew classmates who struggled with
grades. Dustin stated that the “GPA was fine and not really that big of a deal,” and Bill added
similar comments:
I feel like with it being a 2.0, it is very generous. You know, Hope scholarship is for less
money and you have to keep a 2.75 or really a 3. You know, so I feel like a 2 is being
very generous.
Heavyn agreed that the GPA requirement was a good one but had advice for people who
were struggling. She explained:
I’ve known a couple of people it’s been a problem for—for GPA. And something that
people don’t realize their first semester is, you have to go to class. Like going to class is
not just beneficial for you to not fail, but if you don’t go to class and you fail and your
GPA drops, then you’re screwed basically. That is as plain as I can put it. And also like if
you don’t keep your GPA up, you can’t get scholarships for other schools, other
programs won’t accept you. If you want to be like in the law department at some point
because you’ve grown up since freshman year, you may not be able to. So I think it is
fine even though GPA sometimes can be an issue for people, because there are people
who do need more help and aren’t as academically prepared. And some people are just
good at it, more than others. Just comes more naturally for some people. That is when
they have to know how to utilize their resources.
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Required Meeting in First Semester of College
Three participants (Chris, Dustin, and Levi) talked about the required meeting in the first
semester of college. Chris said, “I didn’t go to my third meeting. Like there was no point in me
going to the third meeting.” Dustin, however, attended his third meeting; his thoughts are
expressed below:
And then our third meeting took place during our first semester of college. And so we
had to go back to—yeah, that was the hardest meeting to go back to because we’ve
already started college. We’ve already got the ball going. We think we are doing great. It
was so many meetings that it was annoying. Not to mention the high school was the
location of the meetings and stuff like that and a lot of people don’t want to go back to
that. Like we have moved on from there. We are college students now. We don’t want to
have to go back to the high school to have those meetings.
Levi was thinking along the same lines and had similar concerns about the meeting in his
first semester. Below are his thoughts:
I will be completely honest. That was probably my least favorite meeting, but that’s just
because I was super busy with it being the first year of college. I was taking 15 hours,
which was fine. I was commuting from where I live to this campus, which is about 30
minutes away, which isn’t a big deal, but you know that’s a lot of time. And on top of
that, I also work part-time at the college. I also work part-time at another job. And I am
also heavily involved in my church. And I believe it was on a Wednesday that year. With
being a youth leader at my church, which is fine, I am fine with missing church once in a
while. But I also had to miss work, so it kind of threw off my whole day, which wasn’t
really a bad thing, it was just one day. But I think for as much benefit as I got out of it, it
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just wasn’t really worth it. They basically were just telling me everything I was already
doing. And the meeting was in another neighboring high school.
In this section about the third theme, program continuance requirements, the five
requirements that students must meet to remain eligible for the Tennessee Promise scholarship
were noted in the opening paragraph. Only four requirements were discussed here because the
fifth requirement, community service, will be covered as the fifth theme.
Theme 4—Program Challenges
The fourth theme identified in the data analysis was program challenges. Tennessee
Promise Scholarship recipients experienced three different challenges, which resulted in distinct
subthemes: understanding last-dollar scholarships, understanding and dealing with a unique
payment process, and staying on track with communication.
Understanding Last-Dollar Scholarships
As defined in Chapter One, Tennessee Promise is a last-dollar scholarship, meaning the
scholarship will pay tuition and fees not covered by the Pell Grant or any other public or private
scholarships. The Tennessee Promise money simply fills the gap between any funding the
student already has in place. Sometimes there is a time gap before Promise pays, so a student
may see a bill with money owed for tuition and not realize that the payment process is not yet
complete, creating a bit of apprehension. Of the seven participants who commented, only Dustin
stated that he understood clearly how a last-dollar scholarship was paid to the student, adding
that he did not remember hearing it mentioned until he attended his college orientation the
summer before classes began. Heavyn’s understanding was close, but she was a bit tentative.
She explained:
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It is kinda wishy-washy. I know that it was probably explained to me in one of those
meetings. But a lot of times the meetings are long and you are like, I just want to go eat.
So I know that what happens is that whatever can be applied is applied and if there is any
left over that needs to be taken care of, that is when it is taken care of. Is that correct?
Luke and Chris stated that while they did not understand how the payment process would
work initially, seeing a visual representation was helpful. Luke explained it this way:
It wasn’t the very first time I heard it until one of the meetings when they explained it
where they gave three examples—one where like the person only needed help with a very
small percentage of tuition, one person needed help with about 50%, and the last person
had no other scholarships and they had the full tuition taken care of.
Chris explained his experience in a similar way, again with an emphasis on the
helpfulness of the visuals. He noted:
Yeah, after the first time, or maybe the first two times, I understood what is meant by
last-dollar scholarship. And then of course, New Student Orientation at Lakeside really
helped cement it in with the visuals of—ok, so with Tennessee Promise last-dollar
scholarship, this person has these different scholarships so those get taken out first and
then this gets taken out.
Marie admitted that she was still a little confused, but she knew that her classes would be
paid in the end. Her description of the process follows:
Umm—see I’m still kinda confused about that because it is Tennessee Promise that pays
for my classes? And, ok, so HOPE pays first. Yeah, I do remember them saying, ‘lastdollar’ a lot. Last-dollar scholarship. For me, I just know that they pay my classes.
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McKenzie’s job on campus was her key to understanding how the payment process
worked. She recalled:
So I did not understand at first. I thought—I didn’t realize that Hope came in if I got the
Hope. And I didn’t realize it was a last-dollar scholarship. I think I never really knew that
until I started working here. And I was like, oh—this all makes sense now.
Bill’s moment of understanding occurred when he observed the billing process through
his online payment account. He described what he observed:
It was explained to me, but in kind of a rudimentary sense. I really found out when—so
because of me failing those two classes last fall, and working as hard as I could, I got my
GPA up for Promise, but I lost my Hope Scholarship. You know, and so I was worried
about it because when I look at my bill, and it goes $1,500—Promise, $500—Hope, and
I’m sitting here thinking Promise only pays $1,500, I’m now in the bucket for $800 a
semester [researcher note: Bill may have meant to say $500]. And you know, the bill
rolled around, and I looked and Promise had paid the whole thing.
Promise Payment Process
To understand the participant comments about the scholarship payment process, it helps
to explain why the Tennessee Promise payment process is unique to this group of students. First,
program eligibility is not determined until after the community service hours submission
deadlines each July 1 and December 1. Most challenging for students is the first deadline, which
falls during the summer after they graduate from high school and before their first fall semester
in college. They must submit community service hours on time to be in the program. The
partnering organizations that manage eligibility requirements send a final list to the Tennessee
Student Assistance Corporation (TSAC) in Nashville after each deadline passes. Next, TSAC
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disperses the money back to the institutions, not directly to the students. With LCC’s payment
deadline in early August for the fall semester or early January for the spring semester, the
timeline for the financial aid department staff to load student accounts so that tuition bills show a
zero balance is often tight. By the time LCC knows which students have maintained eligibility to
receive funding, students have already been notified about the approaching deadlines to pay for
classes, along with the warning that a student’s class schedule will be dropped if the deadline is
missed. Until LCC’s financial aid department receives confirmation from TSAC of which
students are eligible for Tennessee Promise, all students receive the reminders. They have
usually been warned by advisors that if their classes are dropped and they have to re-register,
finding available classes might be difficult. To alleviate frustration, LCC’s financial aid
department holds Tennessee Promise student schedules past the payment deadline if necessary.
At orientation, financial aid staff explain what will happen, but communicating this information
to all students and their families is challenging.
Two of the participants (Levi and James) did not mention the payment process at all, and
Bill stated that he did not have any problems. Dustin did not utilize the Tennessee Promise
scholarship money because he did not have a tuition gap. The remaining five participants (Luke,
Chris, Heavyn, Marie, and McKenzie) described varying degrees of stress as they waited to see
whether their bills would be paid on time. Luke described his experience as follows:
It was not as smooth as I would have wished it would have been. Because Lakeside had
this deadline for confirming your schedule and paying your fees, but the problem was the
Tennessee Promise money wouldn’t come in until like a week after that deadline. So the
first time that deadline came along, I was like, oh, man, all my classes are dropped and
I’m going to have to redo this. So I called them and I said, hey, so what’s going on? What
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am I going to have to do? And they said, oh, you’re Tennessee Promise, there’s a special
thing we have for you where we know that the money’s going to come in eventually, so
we hold your spot no matter what. So I wish that would have been made more clear either
by the college or by Tennessee Promise with that, because that was a stressful couple of
days trying to get that sorted out on a winter break.
Likewise, Chris ended up calling the college when he was concerned about not seeing the
money in his account as the deadline approached. He explained:
I got into the courses, and I remember the big thing, and it was always the big thing.
When is the Tennessee Promise money coming in? You know, the first semester, it was
like ok, I have to confirm my attendance by tomorrow, but Tennessee Promise hasn’t hit.
I remember calling up Lakeside and like, oh my gosh, what do I do? And she said it’s ok,
if it doesn’t come in, then we’ll give you all a little bit of leeway. But luckily, it did come
in the next day. And that was something that happened every semester with the
Tennessee Promise money coming in.
Like Chris and Luke, Marie also experienced stress over the payment process. Her
conversation below with the researcher illustrates her concerns:
Marie: Yeah, for me, when classes start, it’s like the next day, it’s like my classes will
get dropped. My money is still not on there. And I start freaking out.
Researcher: So the timing of getting the money into your account to make sure that your
classes aren’t dropped is a big deal?
Marie: That’s me, but it was also my sister. Like it would do the same thing to her.
Researcher: More than one semester?
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Marie: Yeah, and I know it’s gonna go in there, because I did the service hours. I know
that I kept up my grades. I know it’s gonna go in there, but it just like last minutes it goes
in.
Researcher: Were your classes expunged? Did you have to get new classes?
Marie: No, they hit on the deadline, but it’s like I’m checking it every hour. Yeah,
because I’ll confirm my classes as soon as I can. And they send me an email to confirm
classes. I go that day. Then I keep looking at it, and like—where’s my money? Is it gonna
pay for it?
Although McKenzie described some stress, she knew a staff member who was helpful
when she became concerned. She described her experience in this way:
It was a little confusing. I think it’s also the college’s website is a little confusing
sometimes. Making sure it was paid was like a little bit of a stressor. But I luckily know
one of the staff in the office so I could also text her and be like, please make sure
everything is ok.
Like the other four participants, Heavyn found the process stressful, but she also
described her confusion with the layout of the bill. She recalls:
It did cause stress. And it still kinda does. Because the advisor told me to not confirm my
schedule until I saw money was in there or I would have to pay. And so sometimes
knowing for 100% sure that my money is in there would like freak me out. You can look
at the column, but nobody’s ever like truly explained it to me. The advisor did a little bit.
And apparently in the columns—like negative is positive. So I went online and I saw
there’s like two columns and on the second one it said zero and so I like—ok, I guess it’s
good. So I confirmed it and hoped for the best. And it works, so we’re here!
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Communication
Communication was identified as a challenge for several reasons. Students are dependent
on the messages they receive from their partnering organization (tnAchieves for these
participants), their college, and their mentors. They also rely on the handbook provided by
tnAchieves (https://tnachieves.org/students2017/handbook2017/) that was distributed at their
high school meetings. Part of the communication challenge is the transition that students are
making from high school to college, and in some cases, students are moving from greater to
lesser dependence on teachers and parents for reminders. It is important to note that in college all
students have access to the internet, computers, and a college email account. In high school,
students may not be able to access the internet or email easily.
All participants described their experiences with the Tennessee Promise communication
process, which included their partnering organization, tnAchieves. James spoke only about the
emails, saying that, “Me and my brother got emails, you know, like starting out we would get it
two or three times a month. They got back to us pretty quickly.” Marie recalled the text messages
and said, “I have had like a text message from Tennessee Promise I guess, and they just asked
like—how is everything going? And I just say good because I don’t have any problems with
anything.” She added that she also got emails on Mondays from tnAchieves, but she said, “They
are getting more scarce. Like my first year, it was about every month or so, two months. But now
it is once or twice a year.” Likewise, McKenzie was continuing to get reminders by email and
text. She added a bit more about communicating with her mentor, saying, “And of course, my
mentor texted me. She was always texting me. So I’m glad.”
Luke reflected on his experience with communication while he was in the program and
explained:
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I think we got one about once a week regarding announcements and deadlines and other
things like that. So it wasn’t like I was waiting for new updates for new information, like
I know there is something coming up, I just don’t know where it is. We were regularly
informed on when everything was coming up and reminded well enough to track with
everything. Probably first thing, first I’d check the emails because that is where most of
the information was. The second thing I’d check was the websites, and then if that didn’t
work out, I would email or text my mentor and ask them about certain things, and they
would usually be pretty helpful and point me to the people at Lakeside I needed to talk to
or someone outside of both of those places that would be able to help.
Just like Luke, Chris remembered positive experiences with communication. Email was
also his main resource, as he described below:
Yeah, so mainly it was through email and I felt like it was pretty effective. If I remember
correctly, it was—I think they had weekly emails, maybe it was monthly. But I felt like
they communicated pretty adequately. I think early on in the process, maybe it would
remind me about my Tennessee Promise meetings that I had to attend. I think they sent
both text and emails. And then of course towards probably my second year at LCC, I
started following them on Facebook. It went pretty well. They did a pretty good job at
communicating. There wasn’t really anything new per se after that first semester.
Everything was pretty much down pat. I got into the rhythm of it. And I knew when I
would need to submit my community service hours and all that. I mean, it was probably
one of the simplest processes, I guess you could say. There weren’t any surprises thrown
my way.
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Levi and Bill were clear that communication by email worked best for them. When asked
if he still received emails, Levi replied:
Yes, from tnAchieves, I have probably about four sitting in my inbox just in case I may
need to refer back to them. And personally, I don’t mind emails at all because I have my
personal email and my school email and I use both, obviously the school email for
educational purposes, and I use my other email for other things. But I am checking them
daily, sometimes two or three times a day just to see what’s going on. And I don’t know
how much that speaks for other students. I know definitely they use their college email
because they have to. It is required. But for me I think that’s the best forum because like I
said I am checking it daily, and it doesn’t clutter my inbox on my phone, like if you were
sending out text messages. Some people actually have their phones set up so that if you
sent to a mailing list they won’t get it on their phone.
Bill echoed Levi, saying that the emails were effective. He expressed his thoughts as
follows:
But we get the email every Monday. It changes names lots of times so you are freaking
out, did I miss my scholarship because I didn’t get my email? Did I lose my scholarship
because I am not getting the email from what’s her name? And then it’s like—they just
changed the person’s name that sends the emails out. That is another big surprise. Well,
they didn’t tell you.
But the emails are helpful. But a lot of the times, it’s like basic stuff that you’ve
heard a million times in a meeting …. Like you have to fill out your FAFSA. FAFSA is
due. Community service is due. Look at this person who has done 80 hours of community
service and it has only been two weeks.
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Although Dustin also valued the emails, he mentioned the high school meetings as a
communication source. He also commented on the Tennessee Promise handbook:
So that booklet was bad. I remember the booklet, but it didn’t really serve a purpose—
because it was like size 8 font. Really hard to locate anything, nor did you want to take
the time to read through it. I got a lot of the information from the meetings. And then
from emails. So they were constantly sending out emails over everything, and they still
do. But it was mostly through emails.
In this section about the fourth theme, program challenges, participants voiced their
opinions and concerns through their descriptions of three challenges, expressed as subthemes.
They expressed their difficulty in understanding the meaning of a last-dollar scholarship, they
expressed their frustrations with the payment process, and they shared insights into their
experiences with the communication they received from tnAchieves and Tennessee Promise.
Theme 5—Community Service Experiences
The fifth theme identified in the data analysis centered on community service
experiences. As noted in Chapter One, students are required to complete 8 hours of community
service by certain deadlines—July 1 for the fall semester and December 1 for the spring
semester. They must submit the hours online by the deadline to their partnering organization
(tnAchieves) for approval. As noted earlier in this chapter, the submission and approval
guidelines are included in the student handbooks and online. Community service opportunities
are provided on the college website and the tnAchieves website. Students are reminded of this
requirement through frequent emails and text messages.
The community service requirement is the largest time commitment for scholarship
recipients, and all nine participants talked about their community service experiences positively
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in varying degrees of detail. Their comments revealed three distinct aspects of the community
service requirement. Several included their initial community service as part of the application
process, all commented on their experiences as part of their recurring requirement to remain
eligible, and several made connections to their major or a job.
In his interview, James described his community service experience as “pretty smooth.”
He explained: “Well, I guess I can talk about the community service part. I found a really great
place to volunteer at every semester. Got the hours in I needed, and yeah, it’s not a lot, just eight
hours.”
McKenzie, Marie, and Luke all characterized the community service requirement as easy
and options were not difficult to locate. Their comments follow:
McKenzie: I thought, I mean community service was easy. I felt like it was easy to find.
A lot of people don’t know particularly where to look or how to reach out to someone to
do community service, but umm, I did it at a medical facility for cancer patients. My
mom works there. But I didn’t work under her because you are not allowed to do that.
But she also gave me other ideas, too. But I learned that you can really go into anywhere
and kind of ask. As long as you are not getting paid to do it, most people don’t have a
problem with it. That is what I kinda figured out along the way. Yeah, I kinda split it up. I
tried to like venture out a little. I volunteered at a medical facility for babies with special
needs. I did those. So most of my hours came from them, but I already had hours from
the cancer treatment facility. But I love babies. I mean, eight hours wasn’t a lot at all.
Marie: I actually find that the hours are easy to do in the fall semester definitely.
Because you have so many places in the community that need volunteers, you have all
kinds of stuff during this time. But then the spring semester is a little harder. So finding
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stuff … I could find stuff out there, but usually for the spring semester I just go back to
my high school and help a teacher for a day or whatever I can do there. That is usually
what I do.
Luke: So the community service hours were generally pretty easy. I think I either spent
one weekend or two weekends and I’d work 4-8 hours. I’d just volunteer at my church
helping clean up around there and doing some maintenance and stuff with that and
helping out with different events that they had and that made it really easy. And I was
friends with the person I was working for, so that made it easy to submit hours and
everything. I just submitted and they’d be like—all right—you’re good to go. That was
easy.
Levi’s recollection of his experience included utilizing the service-learning assignment in
several of his classes as community service, something that LCC promotes. He also described the
process for submitting his hours for approval to tnAchieves.
For the first one, I think I actually got all of mine through my church. We do community
service work more than a couple of times a year, which is great, whether that’s doing
yardwork for somebody in the church. Or going out and helping feed the homeless or
setting up clothing stores for the less fortunate. It wasn’t really that hard. It’s not that hard
to do, especially when you space that out within the six-month period that they give you.
I do a lot of volunteering with my church, but I am sure as you know at Lakeside,
we have service-learning available. And I have had a couple of classes where I have
service-learning hours due. And luckily, service-learning can also count for my
community service hours, which is good.
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I haven’t had any problems reporting it, as far as I know. It seems fairly simple. I
think the hardest part is probably remembering your log-in information. And you know
for college kids that might be a stretch sometimes. But I have not had any problems with
it. I go in. I remember all my login stuff. Submit it, and then I hear back usually within
the next week or two that they have been accepted.
Like Levi, Heavyn also utilized the service-learning assignment in several of her classes
as community service. In one of her volunteer locations, she was able to develop some leadership
skills.
Ok, oh yeah. So this is what I did the first time. So the first time I worked at a local
charity organization. And then the times after that, because I had finally turned 18, and
when I needed it, I was able to become a long-term volunteer at this charity because me
and Mom actually had to go there when I was younger. And then when we got on our
feet, she actually started volunteering there, took me with her, but you can’t do it by
yourself until you are at least 18 for liability issues. And then my heart was just there. I
just like wanted to go back for a season, and I was able to do service-learning and get my
Tennessee Promise hours. So many opportunities arose from that. I learned a lot of
leadership through it too because I got to lead volunteer groups and be in charge of
people. I got to talk in front of these groups of like 15 to 30 people. It’s me actually
building connections and relationships and learning how to talk in front of people, be a
leader, and it was just really cool. And how to serve people before myself.
Yeah, so there’s a lot of other organizations that I have become aware of, so I am
not doing that same charity for this season because it just got so busy. But Lakeside,
when you join clubs, it just opens so many doors. So like I am a part of one of the clubs,
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and they have that annual workshop that they do. Honestly, if you volunteer there, you
get all your hours. You can also get your volunteer hours in Lakeside’s Student Life
department. You get involved, and you learn this as you go in and you mature in college.
Like you get so many opportunities for volunteer hours. You have classes you’ll
have to take that do service-learning. So it gives you actually a list of things you can do.
And most of those things will allow you to use what you do in service-learning for
Tennessee Promise, so you are racking it up at the same time. So cool! So nice, because I
had two service-learning projects I had to do at the same time plus Tennessee Promise
hours, but I was able to use all eight of the hours that I did for one for all three.
After some initial worry about a location for his first community service location, Chris
found one that led to a part-time job. He expressed his appreciation for the program
requirements, which pushed him to earn a medallion to wear at graduation. He reflected as
follows:
So I’m like, oh goodness, and then we had to do the volunteer hours, and I was trying to
figure out where I was going to volunteer. And I was told we could job shadow and I was
very interested in economic development. So I volunteered with someone in the chamber
of commerce in my county. He works with the small businesses, and I followed him
around for a couple days in the summer. I was really, really, thrilled by it. And that
eventually led to the weekend position that I currently have there. So that was very good.
So I got those eight hours done.
Overall, I am very, very satisfied with Tennessee Promise. Doing that and trying
to fulfill the requirements for Volunteer hours, it was good. I am glad that they made me
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do the volunteer hours because it pushed me to go for the full 60 hours in order to get that
medallion at graduation.
Bill described his initial easy experience with completing community service hours in
high school and then a difficult first semester in college before settling into a routine and location
that has worked well for him. He also commented on the number of hours required:
Well, my high school required me to do community service in order to graduate. I had to
do 12 hours. I actually did less for Promise than I did for high school. And I would do it
with my small group at the time. We just all did our community service together. And
then we all turned it in when we were done.
I worked a job for my first semester. Horrible decision on my part. College and
jobs don’t mix. But I was going through, and I just didn’t have the time to sit there and do
these eight hours. I am not saying community service was a bad thing. I am all for
community service. You know, it was a tough entry. Luckily, they did that eight hours if
you went on a tour around a local company at the time. That is where I actually got the
idea of working out there.
I think that if I didn’t have to do community service in high school and hadn’t
made those connections, I probably would have lost my Promise the first semester due to
community service. So I had already had some connections if I really needed hours. I
could like beg, borrow, and steal from here in order to get it. But you know, it would
have been a push.
Well, the first time around, when I did it through Promise, the plant tour helped
me. But just doing the community service now, you know, I work in a church. I help with
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watching kids, you know. I am not sharing faith, so I am not breaking rules. I am just
watching kids, making sure they don’t tear each other’s hair out.
Eight hours for me is fine because the commitments I do on Sundays are two
hours long, so in about a month I’ll have everything. And six months just to do extra if I
want. And I typically will.
I think that eight hours isn’t a whole lot—to me. But to someone who has to sit
here and work and do school and all this, it could be very challenging.
Like Bill, Dustin gave his opinion about the number of hours required. He also
remembered details about the tnAchieves website, the hours submission process, and his feeling
about giving back to his community.
The tnAchieves website has a place where you can go select your county, and then it
gives you a prepopulated list of all the volunteer opportunities in your area. But honestly,
as a person living in the community, you know what’s around you, and so you can call
like an animal shelter and be like, hey, I need some volunteer hours. Can I come and
volunteer? And they will either say, yes you can or no you can’t. But tnAchieves posts
that to their website as well.
Community service was actually really cool. That was one of the first times I had
actually gotten involved in the community, because of like being young and stuff like
that. So it was really cool to get involved with them. Yeah, I felt like I had a purpose, to
actually do something because I knew I was working toward a bigger goal. And that by
doing this community service—these hours—I am working toward a bigger goal for
myself and for the community itself.
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Oh yeah, the submission of hours—it is very simplified. You just, like you fill it
out when you’re there. So whenever you are volunteering or whatever, when you are
done, you just type in your information about your supervisor, contact number, email for
them, what you did, and did it help you as a person? Like personally, is it related to your
major? Would you volunteer with them again? You just answer a few simple questions
and then it is submitted to the person.
But the eight hours of community service, considering you are going full-time in
school and then a lot of students work. I am saying it is a lot to ask for to try to find time
between assignments, weekends, family time, and all that to balance eight hours of
community service.
In this section, the fifth theme, community service, was discussed, beginning with the
observation that students invested the most time overall in completing this requirement. Of
significance was the fact that all participants commented positively on their experiences. Several
aspects of the theme stood out in the comments: completing the initial community service hours
requirement before beginning college, completing service hours as part of their recurring
requirements to remain eligible, and community service as a connection to a major or a job.
Theme 6—Mentorship Experiences
The sixth theme identified in the data analysis was mentorship experiences. Although
participants provided less data than for the previous themes, this information comprises a very
important theme in the overall study. As explained in Chapter One, an important feature of
Tennessee Promise is mentorship from a trained volunteer in the student’s local community who
encourages and assists the student through the college admission process and into the first
semester of college. After training, mentors are provided with a list of students by tnAchieves
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that includes phone and email contacts for both student and parent(s). Students meet their mentor
in person at one of the required high school meetings in the spring of their senior year and again
at the meeting in the fall of their freshman year in college. Mentors and students may, of course,
remain in touch longer if they wish.
Eight of the nine participants commented on their experiences with their mentors. James
did not comment. Four participants (Luke, Marie, McKenzie, and Levi) reflected positively on
their mentorship experiences. Their recollections follow:
Luke: I did have a mentor for a while. When I got this other scholarship, I switched from
them to this other scholarship’s mentor.
I would email or text my mentor and ask them about certain things, and they
would usually be pretty helpful and point me to the people at Lakeside I needed to talk to
or someone outside of both of those places that would be able to help.
Marie: Yeah. It’s nice to know that she was there. But I didn’t necessarily have any
questions about it. I knew what I was getting into with college and everything. It was nice
to have her there.
McKenzie: And I luckily got a good mentor. But my mentor actually, I knew, not
personally, but she was my English teacher’s wife. So it was kinda funny just getting to
know like his family, too. But she would text me, and email me, and contact me and
actually ask about me. And I knew a lot of people that didn’t have mentors as good as
that. Some of them didn’t even know who their mentor was.
Levi: I did have a mentor but haven’t heard from her since freshmen year of college,
which is fine. She always made sure to send us frequent texts, and especially senior year
of high school and freshmen year of college—if you need anything, contact me. I still do
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have her number in my phone if I ever do need her. But I have proven not to need it,
which is good. But I believe she is still there if I need her.
Four participants (Chris, Bill, Heavyn, and Dustin) responded with dissatisfaction about
their mentorship experience. However, they qualified their comments by noting that they
understood that the mentors were volunteers, and they knew it was sometimes difficult to find
enough mentors for the program. Their thoughts follow:
Chris: Then of course when I signed up, we had our initial meeting with our mentor, who
honestly, I did not like the mentor for me and my group of students there because he just
was very egotistical, and I remember at one of the two meetings, we had like 15 minutes
left and he was like—well, I have somewhere to be, so I am just gonna go. So of course,
we as the students, we couldn’t leave, so we just sat there for 15 minutes in awkward
silence. Yeah, so that wasn’t very good.
I understand the mentor situation. I know they have trouble getting people to sign
up for it in the first place. So you just kind of get what comes to you.
Bill: I met her twice, once during the last high school meeting and once during the first
college meeting. But other than that, I really didn’t get a whole lot of contact with her. I
was kind of frantically trying to find which Promise page had the right contact numbers,
calling the four different people on the list hoping one would pick up. Because what I
didn’t know, and it wasn’t addressed to my group, is you lose your mentor for Promise
after your first semester of college. That was never, ever, mentioned to us.
Heavyn: Let me tell you about that because it wasn’t the best. I don’t know her name.
Don’t remember it. She came to one meeting, and she never texted or emailed us, ever.
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She had no idea what on earth she was doing. That’s all I know. That is all I remember
about her.
And yeah, I probably would have utilized her help if she had been available. But
because of who we have here at LCC in financial aid and advising and counseling, they
made availability to help even though I didn’t really have it with my mentor. It would
have been nice to have my mentor, but—and that is kinda why I want to do mentorship,
like whenever I reach 21, that way I could be there for them—the way they need to be.
Dustin: And the only thing that was a negative for me is my mentor. Everybody is
assigned a mentor. We were put into groups of like four or five and everybody has a
mentor. Well, my mentor come to the first meeting and never again. He did not come to
any of the other meetings. He did not make himself really available for us to talk to—due
to his position at another college. So it was very, very stressful. Yeah, gave me a business
card and then that was pretty much it. He didn’t show up to none of the other ones. So
that was very frustrating, because you need direction, you need someone who knows it or
who could find out for you. That type of thing. Those are some big, big key things.
In this section about mentorship experiences, participant responses were mixed. Although
one student did not comment, four students were dissatisfied, and four students were positive or
neutral (matter of fact) in their recollections.
Theme 7—Program Outcomes
The seventh theme identified in the data analysis was program outcomes. Participant
responses fell into two categories—recommendations for improvements to the program and
appreciation for the opportunities to attend college tuition-free.
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Recommendations for Improvements to the Program
Several participants made recommendations for the future of the program. Participants
recommended changes to the mentorship process, the payment process, and communication
between tnAchieves and the students.
Three participants expressed their ideas about the current mentorship program. Bill
simply stated, “I’d like to have a mentor for at least two years.” Levi and Dustin elaborated as
follows:
Levi: I think just like anything, the mentorship program has its pros and cons. My mother
actually was a Tennessee Promise mentor for one year. But she actually opted not to do it
again because her students just didn’t really take advantage of having a mentor. She was
one of those mentors where she was definitely there if you needed her. She wanted to be
involved as much as she could as long as they needed her, but she never really got asked
to do anything. And I kind of had the same experience with my mentor, she was always
there if I needed her. So I think it is a good idea, so long as you see it being used.
Dustin: I think, just having a better mentorship program. Or they need to make sure that
the mentors have the time, the ability, and the commitment to be real mentors. It
shouldn’t just be a resume builder for them, or to say that they have done it. So it should
be a little more strenuous filtering for mentors, that’s one big thing, because I didn’t have
one. So that’s a problem.
Luke talked about the scholarship payment process and offered his thoughts: “Well, like I
mentioned earlier that deadline where some of the deadlines for the college and then the actual
time when the money arrived are two separate dates sometimes. And that could be confusing for
some students.”
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Four participants considered ideas to improve the communication process between the
students and the tnAchieves program. Heavyn and Bill thought that increased use of text
messages might be helpful. Heavyn said, “I am not even that much older, but that age group is
more about like the texting, and they are way more technologically invested than I am
personally.” Bill expressed his thoughts as follows:
I feel like if I got a text once a week, basically—Hey, you’ve still got Promise! Here’s
your deadlines. I feel like that would be a lot more helpful than an email that I have to
scroll through—all the spam, because that is the big thing nowadays. Here’s 40 different
advertisements, one Promise thing, and then like 120 different advertisements. That is
like trying to find a needle in a haystack.
I feel like the email system is fine for most people. Everyone’s different. I feel
like I am someone who checks the texts more frequently than email, other than my school
email. Some people check their email more than their text.
Bill and Luke both considered the possibility of an app for phones. Bill thought about the
idea in this way:
I feel like if you had an app, it may be helpful. But you know you can’t force somebody
to download something on their phone. Like if I were to tell a bunch of high school and
college kids, you gotta do something, nine times out of 10, I’m going to get waved off,
they’re not going to listen to me.
Luke commented in a similar way:
I think if there was a Tennessee Promise app, maybe that would be a lot more useful for
younger people with their phones. It would be easier for them to keep track of stuff if you
gave them notifications. You could do all the FAFSA and submit hours through there.
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And finally, both Bill and Dustin expressed the need for face-to-face optional
opportunities to complete the FAFSA with experts available to help. Bill stated:
But if you want to go for like—um—it would be like an optional thing, you can go here
and you could sit there and everybody does their FAFSA. A giant meeting where
everyone is doing their FAFSA. You’ve got people there who can help you out. And you
get your FAFSA done early. I am not sitting here at the last minute saying—oh, I got to
get this done. And it is a long forty-page deal that I don’t understand a lick of what they
are saying.
Appreciation for the Opportunity to Attend College Tuition-Free
All participants expressed their appreciation for Tennessee Promise and the opportunity
to attend college tuition-free. In fact, everyone expressed gratitude for the scholarship before the
interviews officially began, so there were only a few audio-recorded comments available on the
transcripts. During this time, the students chatted with the researcher while signing the consent
form and discussed why they had decided to participate in the study. Two participants (Heavyn
and Levi) reiterated their appreciation again during their interviews. Their reflections follow:
Heavyn: When I first started, I thought it was going to be a lot more complicated. And I
thought there’s a lot of things you had to meet, but honestly, you don’t have to meet too
much more than what you would have to meet for Satisfactory Academic Progress. The
only thing extra is your community service, but community service actually helps build
your character. So I am very grateful for Lakeside. Very grateful for the Tennessee
Promise because without it I would not have been here, would not have gotten so many
opportunities.
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Levi: Well, the best part of Tennessee Promise was like I said, I think it is just great that
the state is funding high school students and now they are reaching out to adults as well
with Tennessee Reconnect, which is great. And I just love the idea of giving students the
opportunity of going to college either free or at cost. Because you know, not everything
obviously should be free. But I do appreciate the fact that they’re putting the ball in the
courts of the students, so to speak, whether or not they want to further their education.
Money is no longer the object, so much as the divide. It is rather just the will of the
participant whether they want to go and further their education. The more educated the
people in the state are, the better off the state is going to be. And if we could get this
implemented in every state, the state of our country would be better.
Any way I can contribute back, I will. Tennessee Promise has given me
wonderful opportunities and hopefully future opportunities that will impact my life.
Summary
In this chapter, the study’s participant profiles were described, followed by the findings
as derived from researcher notes and interview transcripts. Seven major themes were identified
and presented along with supporting participant quotes: (1) decision to participate; (2)
application process; (3) program continuance requirements; (4) program challenges; (5)
community service experiences; (6) mentorship experiences; and (7) program outcomes.
Two themes contained subthemes. The second theme, application process, was supported
by four subthemes: applying to the program, family support, required meetings for high school
seniors, and the role of high school counselors. The fourth theme, program challenges, was
explained and clarified by three subthemes: understanding last-dollar scholarships, Promise
payment process, and communication.
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Chapter Five follows with a summary of the study, a discussion of the findings as they
relate to the study’s framework and relevant literature where applicable, and a discussion of the
study’s conclusions. The chapter concludes with implications for practice and the need for
further research.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION
The previous four chapters presented the details of this basic qualitative study. Chapter
One began with a statement of the problem, the theoretical framework, the significance of the
study, delimitations, limitations, definitions, and the organization of the study. Chapter Two
continued with a review of the literature. A description of the method, research design, setting,
sample, recruitment, data collection, data analysis, and researcher perspective was presented in
Chapter Three, followed by the participant profiles and findings in Chapter Four. This final
chapter begins with a summary of the study, followed by a discussion of the findings linked to
the theoretical framework and relevant literature where applicable. It continues with implications
for practice, recommendations for future research, and ends with a study conclusion.
Summary of the Study
The purpose of this research was to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise
students at Lakeside Community College (LCC) as they navigated entry and continuance as
scholarship recipients. The research question that guided this study was as follows: How do
community college students describe their experience as participants in a tuition-free scholarship
program for freshmen entering directly from high school? The problem addressed in this study
was the need to understand how students experience college when tuition is not an issue.
Purposeful sampling was used to recruit nine Tennessee Promise participants who
entered LCC in the fall of 2016 or the fall of 2017 and who had successfully completed at least
two semesters of college at the time of their interview. Data were collected through semistructured interviews and the researcher’s field notes for each interview. The audio-recorded
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interviews were transcribed by the researcher and coded by the researcher with the help of a
qualitative analysis software tool, NVivo.
To understand the complexity of the participants’ experiences as they progressed through
the Tennessee Promise application process and the subsequent steps to retain eligibility, Cultural
Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) was chosen as the theoretical framework to guide the study.
Activity systems analysis, a methodology often used in CHAT studies to analyze data, was used
to visualize and interpret the findings. Activity systems analysis made it possible to more easily
identify and communicate the relationships, tensions, contradictions, conflicts, and challenges
among the variables as described in the data. Seven major themes and seven subthemes became
evident as the data were analyzed. A discussion of the findings will lead to implications for
practice, recommendations for future research, and a study conclusion.
Discussion of the Findings
In Chapter Four, the findings of the study were presented along with the themes and
subthemes that resulted from analysis of the interview data. In this section, a discussion of the
findings is first organized by a short synopsis of the findings for each theme. The findings are
then interpreted, situated within the CHAT framework where applicable, and linked to relevant
connections in the literature where applicable.
As explained in Chapter One, activity systems analysis utilizes a triangular figure to
visually and conceptually represent human activity findings. To review, each of the seven
components of the triangle categorizes a segment of the human activity in the study. Table 1
below identifies each component, defines each component, and relates each study component to
its role in this study.
Figure 3 will guide the discussion in this chapter.
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Table 1.
Human Activity System Components
Componenta

Identity of Tennessee Promise
Activity System Components

Definition of Componentc

Subject

Individual involved in the
activity

Tennessee Promise applicant

Tool

Social others and artifacts that
can act as resources for the
subject in the activity

Websites
Email
High school staff
College staff
Family
Friends and peers
Scholarship program staff

Object

Goal or motive of the activity

Successful entry into program

Rules

Any formal or informal
regulations that in varying
degrees can affect how the
activity takes place

Online Promise application
Online college application
FAFSA completion
Required meetings (3)
Community service requirements
Maintain 2.0 GPA in college
Maintain full-time status in college

Community of
significant othersb

People who share with the
subject an interest in and
involvement with the same
objectb

Family
Friends/Peers
High school Staff
College Staff
Mentors
Scholarship program staff

Division of labor

How the tasks are shared among
the community

Assists with application
Assists with ongoing
requirements
Processes funds
Communicates program
information
Encourages persistence
Supervises community service
Administers Promise program

Outcome

End result of the activity

Continued program eligibility
until graduation or transfer
c

aColumn

1, cells 1-4 and 6-7 adapted from Engeström (1987). bFoot (2014, p. 6). Column 2, cells 1-4 and 6-7, Yamagata-Lynch
(2010, p. 2)
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Tools
Websites
Email
High school staff
College staff
Family
Friends and peers
Scholarship program
staff

Outcome
Object
Successful
entry into
program

Subject
Tennessee Promise
applicant

Rules
Online Promise application
Online college application
FAFSA completion
Required meetings (3)
Community service
requirements
Maintain 2.0 GPA in college
Maintain fulltime status in
college

Community of
significant others
Family
Friends/Peers
High school staff
College staff
Mentors
Scholarship program
staff

Figure 3. Tennessee Promise human activity system.
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Continued
program
eligibility until
graduation or
transfer

Division of labor
Assists with application
Assists with ongoing
requirements
Processes funds
Communicates program
information
Encourages persistence
Supervises community service
Administers Promise program

Theme 1 Discussion—Decision to Participate
Three phases of the decision to participate were reflected in the findings: initial hearing
about Tennessee Promise, uncertainty about participating, and reason to participate. All nine
participants heard about the program from their families, from an email, or from high school
staff. Four participants were initially uncertain about participating, and seven participants said
they chose to apply because of the free tuition. But they all knew about Tennessee Promise as the
application time approached, so getting the word out to the high school students and their
families was successful. Perhaps a wider awareness in the community had also developed,
making it easier for students and families to anticipate the opportunity provided by the
scholarship and to consider college after high school.
Research supports the difficulty that first-generation college students have as they make a
decision to go to college, adjust to college, and obtain a degree, sometimes because families do
not value higher education or do not see higher education as an option after high school
(Atherton, 2014; Becker et al., 2009; Bradbury & Mather, 2009; Ishitani, 2006; Petty, 2014;
Woosley & Shepler, 2011; York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991). Although only two of the
participants in this study were first-generation students, across the state 40-45% are reported to
be first-generation (Tennessee Higher Education Commission [THEC], Tennessee Student
Assistance Corporation [TSAC], 2018, p. 2). With Tennessee Promise widely known, it seems
likely that families who might not otherwise consider education beyond high school for their
children will consider higher education as a possibility, even an expectation, early in their
children’s lives.
Four participants were uncertain for a time about applying to Tennessee Promise. Of
note here is the fact that students were thinking about and weighing other options for what to do
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after high school. It is important to recognize the challenges faced by teens at this point in their
lives as they gain self-awareness and make decisions that impact their futures, especially since
the Tennessee Promise scholarship is only available immediately after high school. For this
reason, input from a student’s community of significant others (Figure 3) might help students
determine the type of higher education that moves them forward toward a career goal after high
school.
Perception was a factor for one student; Chris felt there might be a stigma attached to
attending a community college, especially since he was an honor student in high school. In the
literature, this is known as “undermatching” and refers to situations where academically
qualified students choose to attend a community college or technical college because of the free
tuition when they would be a better fit in a more rigorous university program (Pressnell, 2015).
In his interview, however, Chris stated that he was glad he attended LCC. However, adults who
advise students as they finalize a college choice should be aware of the phenomenon of
“undermatching.”
Although the free tuition was the reason that most of the study participants decided to
apply, two students stated that they would not have been able to attend college without the
scholarship. The assumption that removing the payment barrier opens access for students is in
agreement with the literature about tuition-free college programs (Biden & Garcetti, 2016;
Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2017; Konczal, 2015; “Should College Be
Free?” 2017).
In summary, all three phases of the participants’ decisions to participate were driven by
resources that are identified as “tools “and “community of significant others” in Figure 3. Even
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in the pre-application phase, these resources operated in significant ways as students chose to
apply to Tennessee Promise.
Theme 2 Discussion—Application Process
The second theme, application process, is discussed in this section along with four
subthemes: applying to the program, family support, required meetings for high school seniors,
and the role of high school counselors. This discussion is organized by subtheme with a brief
summary concluding this section.
The findings for each subtheme were distinct, but each subtheme contributed to the
application process in such a way that participants made mention of it specifically. One of the
application requirements comprised a separate theme—community service experiences—and
while acknowledged in this section as a requirement, it is discussed separately later in this
chapter. As a reminder, the application process covers the time frame of the initial online
application to Tennessee Promise while in high school and continues to acceptance into the
program in the summer prior to college entrance. For all students, this is at minimum a 9-month
time period. The application process includes acceptance into LCC, but it does not include
paying for the LCC semester with scholarship funds, since payment occurs after eligibility is
established.
Applying to the program. All participants reflected positively on the application
process, noting that it was simple, it was smooth, and they were supported along the way.
Everyone was keenly aware that missing an application deadline meant losing the scholarship
opportunity, and perhaps this is why the students appreciated the multiple reminders. They
received clear communications with deadlines reiterated in multiple ways—websites, emails,
texts, and school meetings. Participants spoke repeatedly about the human links who motivated
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and guided them along the way, from family, peers, and high school staff, to mentors (for some
participants), to community service providers, and ending again with family, peers, college staff,
and scholarship program staff. In Figure 3, the human links are visible as the community of
significant others.
Drawing further upon the components of human activity made visible in Figure 3, it is
evident that Tennessee Promise applicants were immediately drawn into a complex learning
environment that included rules, tools, a community of significant others, and division of labor.
This real-world environment, made easy to understand in the CHAT framework, is challenging
to any young adult, especially since the potential impact on their lives after high school is so
significant.
The impact of higher education on the futures of students is supported in the literature
(U. S. Executive Office of the President, 2014). As a reminder, two participants commented that
they would not have gone to college without the help of the Tennessee Promise scholarship, and
six others said the free tuition was their reason for participating in Tennessee Promise. Their
comments are in agreement with the literature on free tuition’s effect on participation. Students
have the opportunity to complete an associate’s degree or certificate debt free, and they have the
opportunity to enter a career that will sustain them as adults (Jones, 2015; Trainor, 2015).
Without the scholarships, we know that some will not continue education or training (U. S.
Executive Office of the President, 2014). For some first-generation, academically underprepared,
and/or low-income students, taking advantage of this opportunity changes their future and the
future of their families in positive ways (Baum, 2016; Jones, 2015).
Family support. All participants recognized the value of positive family support during
the application process, whether it was encouragement to apply, attending the required high
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school meetings together, FAFSA completion help, or community service ideas. As a reminder,
only two participants were first-generation college students, so it can be assumed that the other
students’ families had knowledge of a college or scholarship process. If this study had focused
only on students who were first-generation or students who did not complete the application
process successfully, the findings may have been different. There is not enough information to
make the assumption that students with positive family support have a greater chance to navigate
the application process successfully, but it seems to be a logical conclusion. One participant,
Marie, commented that without her family’s help, she would not have completed the process,
especially the FAFSA, and thus would not have received the scholarship at all.
Two participants reflected on the difficulty that students with inadequate family support
or no family support might have or were having. An important concern is that the FAFSA
requires parental tax returns and other information from parents, which is a good reason why
parents should be involved with their students. In fact, several participants seemed to rely on
their moms for completing the FAFSA and at least a portion of the other paperwork. It is worth
noting that financial aid staff at LCC offers FAFSA help to parents and students if needed and
provides computers on-site to access the internet.
In 2018, tnAchieves began providing a parent handbook with frequently asked questions
and answers included. It is comprehensive and written in a way that is helpful to parents who
may not be able to attend a meeting with their students or may lack internet access (tnAchieves,
2019). While not available to the participants’ families at the time of this study, for families
going forward, the parent handbook may lower the burden or barrier that may exist when a high
school student must explain to parents how the application process works and particularly why
tax information is required.
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Required meetings for high school seniors. All participants talked about the high
school meetings, seven with neutral or positive recollections and two with negative memories.
The two with negative memories were Bill and Dustin. Bill remembered a crowded room and
had difficulty hearing the speaker. Dustin thought the speaker talked to the seniors as if they
were younger children. Given the professionalism of the tnAchieves staff (researcher
observation), situations like the one described by Dustin are not possible to decipher without
more information.
Overall, the meetings in the high schools were an effective way for tnAchieves staff to
provide pertinent information to students and families, give out handbooks, and make available a
setting to meet their mentors. It seemed to work best, however, if the groups were smaller and
the location was equipped with a sound system. Given time and location restraints, this setup
may not be possible. But the students and parents would likely benefit from being able to access
at least one recorded session, posted online for later reference.
As a reminder, attending the meetings is one of the requirements to be eligible for the
scholarship, depicted as one of the rules for applicants in Figure 3. While parents are encouraged
to attend, other avenues to communicate with parents or family supporters who are unable to
attend or who would like to ask questions would be advantageous. It is likely that some schools
or groups are doing this well, but that information was not a focus of this study. On the other
hand, some students do not have family support; in these situations, the program is well-designed
so that students can reach out to staff and mentors for help.
Role of high school counselors. As a researcher who has not been a part of the high
school portion of the process, it was a surprise to learn how instrumental the high school
counselors were as the participants advanced through the process. They are indeed one of the
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vital building blocks for the program. They knew how to motivate and guide teenagers about
Tennessee Promise, and they knew how to break down the application process into manageable
steps. The counselors served as a practical bridge to help students meet their goals, even the
goals that students were not yet able to appreciate. An example from the findings is Heavyn’s
comment that her high school counselors encouraged everyone (even those who did not expect to
attend college on a Promise scholarship) to apply as a backup in case their plans changed. When
her plans did change, she was able to attend LCC with the help of the Tennessee Promise
scholarship because of that advice. As of 2018, Tennessee Promise posted a school resource
guide online with practical and clearly articulated steps to promote Tennessee Promise at the
high school level. It is not possible to know if the high school staff associated with this study’s
participants had access to this information.
Summary. Perhaps the smooth application process that participants experienced was due
in part to the fact that the Tennessee Promise application process is very similar to the earlier
tnAchieves model that operated in most of the state prior to 2015 (Carruthers & Fox, 2016).
Administrators were wise to build on successful practices refined in the 7 years prior to the
statewide implementation. Relationships among the educational institutions and tnAchieves staff
were established. Thus, a network to support students was partly in place as a foundation. Key
aspects of the earlier model were revised as needed to bring to scale statewide.
Theme 3 Discussion—Program Continuance Requirements
Students must complete five program continuance requirements after they are accepted as
a Tennessee Promise scholar. Students must submit 8 hours of community service each semester
by the deadline, complete the FAFSA yearly by the deadline, maintain a full-time enrollment of
at least 12 credit hours each semester, and maintain a 2.0 GPA. Additionally, tnAchieves
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requires students to attend a final meeting during their first semester of college. Only four
requirements are discussed in this section because the fifth requirement, community service, is
covered as the fifth theme.
In the findings, participant responses were minimal. Three participants acknowledged
that their moms completed the annual FAFSA filing requirement for them. One participant,
Heavyn, was completing the FAFSA on her own and was continuing to have difficulty, but she
was able to get help from college staff when she had questions. After completing the initial
FAFSA while in high school, it may be easier to navigate in future years. There is not enough
information available to know whether FAFSA completions are as challenging in college as the
first one was in high school.
Most of the participants who commented did not view the full-time status requirement
(12 credit hours) as a barrier, although Bill was concerned that he might run out of required
classes as some point. However, even in this situation, his advisor was able to help him.
Likewise, the GPA requirement was not viewed as a barrier; in fact, the students recognized that
graduation also required a 2.0 GPA. It should be noted that five participants entered college with
dual enrollment credit from high school, and only two participants required remedial coursework
upon entry, so participants in this study may or may not be representative of scholarship
recipients as a whole.
The partnering organization, tnAchieves, required students to attend a third meeting in
their first semester of college if the meeting time did not conflict with a class. Of the three
participants who commented, Chris did not attend the meeting. Dustin and Levi attended, but
they did not feel that it was necessary. They also did not like returning to the high schools for the
meetings, and they felt the time was not well spent. Information is not available on whether the
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other participants attended their third meetings. Without more information, the usefulness of the
third meeting is not possible to gauge. It is possible that the content was not as relevant to
students who felt they had adjusted to college and were on track. For students who struggled in
their first semester, the information may have been timely. It is also important to remember that
the third meeting in college is not a Tennessee Promise requirement; it is required by the
partnering agency, tnAchieves.
Figure 3 depicts the object as successful entry into the program, and all participants have
attained the object at this point. Note that they continue to rely on the tools, community of
significant others, and division of labor, to maintain their eligibility.
Theme 4 Discussion—Program Challenges
The fourth theme, program challenges, is discussed along with three subthemes:
understanding last-dollar scholarships, Promise payment process, and communication. This
discussion is organized by subtheme and ends with a summary.
Understanding last-dollar scholarships. Participants expressed difficulty understanding
the meaning of a last-dollar scholarship. As a reminder, a last-dollar scholarship means that
Tennessee Promise pays tuition and fees that are not covered by the Pell Grant or any other
public or private scholarships. The scholarship money simply fills the gap between any funding
the student already has in place. Of the seven participants who commented, understanding came
at different times and in different ways. Dustin understood when he attended his LCC
orientation, Marie and Heavyn were still a bit unclear at the time of their interviews, but they
knew they were getting the money. McKenzie understood after she began working a campus job,
Bill understood how it worked when he saw the money populate his own account, and Luke and
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Chris were helped by the visual examples of different student scenarios presented at his college
orientation and at one of the high school meetings.
There are several reasons why students and parents need to understand how a last-dollar
scholarship works. First, understanding may lessen anxiety for participants and parents.
Sometimes there is a time gap before Promise pays, so a student may receive a bill with money
owed for tuition and not realize that the payment process is not yet complete, creating
apprehension. Second, students who are aware of the tuition gap know how to plan in case they
lose their eligibility. Finally, awareness of the amount that Tennessee Promise pays may
encourage continued effort toward a degree.
In Figure 3, several components share the responsibility for communicating how a lastdollar scholarship works: rules, tools, and division of labor. Given the difficulty explaining how
the payment process works, repeated efforts to communicate in multiple ways and in many
locations might be successful. It is also a possibility that the way last-dollar scholarship money is
applied to student accounts is not well understood by some in the community of significant
others. Multiple avenues to relay the information is a good idea.
Promise payment process. While four participants either did not mention a problem
with the Tennessee Promise payment process, had no problem, or did not need the money, five
participants described varying degrees of stress as they waited to see if their bills would be paid
on time. As referenced in Chapter Four, the time frame between the last required deadline for
eligibility and the college’s payment deadline is short, and it is not always possible for the state’s
funding arm, Tennessee Student Assistance Corporation (TSAC), to send the money to LCC in
time for the financial aid department staff to load each student account. LCC holds class
schedules for Tennessee Promise students so that missing the payment deadline will not result in
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dropped schedules. This information is announced at the LCC freshmen orientations that are held
specifically for Tennessee Promise applicants each June. But for a period of time before students
knew they were accepted in the Tennessee Promise program, participants in this study heard the
same warning that all freshmen receive about paying on time to avoid losing their class
schedules. Each fall and spring semester, the same tight time frame dilemma exists.
As an observer to this process, it is a challenge to suggest a solution other than additional
focused communication to the scholarship applicants. Even then, the process is complicated, and
students, parents, and staff are confused easily. Perhaps TSAC can send money on a rolling basis
so that college financial aid departments have more time to apply the funds to student accounts.
Because some Tennessee Promise applicants do meet all the requirements prior to July 1, this
strategy would be beneficial. Perhaps students can be persuaded to check college email or the
college student portal more frequently for general announcements. This is a complicated
challenge that the state funding organization and the financial aid offices at the institutions may
or may not be able to resolve.
Communication. All participants commented on the Tennessee Promise communication
process, which included messages from their partnering organization (tnAchieves), their high
school staff, LCC, and their mentors. During the 9-month application process, Tennessee
Promise applicants experienced three distinct shifts in their connections to information, and for
some students these shifts changed the way they received and responded to text messages, phone
messages, or email messages.
While in high school, students likely have a high school email address and access to the
internet at school. During the summer, they may or may not have a personal email, and they may
or may not have internet access. After they are accepted as LCC students during the spring or
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summer, students are assigned a college email, but again, they may or may not set up their email
right away, and they may or may not have internet access to check their LCC student portal.
While many students have smart phones, it cannot be assumed that all applicants have a phone.
There is an additional issue with cell phones; even though tnAchieves and college staff remind
students repeatedly to keep their phone number updated and to make sure their voicemail is set
up to receive messages and is not full, contact is sometimes lost for these reasons. Colleges
losing applicants over the summer is known as “summer melt” (Castleman, Page, & Schooley,
2014; tnAchieves, 2017). For tnAchieves, mentors, and colleges, it is critical and challenging to
stay in touch with applicants during the summer between high school and college.
All participants discussed relying on the emails from tnAchieves, with several noting that
it was their first choice for information. Given the general perception by adults that teenagers
don’t check email, this was a surprise to the researcher. However, the results may have differed
if the study’s focus included students who were not accepted into the program.
Emails from tnAchieves arrive every Monday and are known as the Monday emails.
Parents can sign up as well, and mentors are kept informed. This established pattern may have
contributed to the successful communication via email referenced by the participants. In addition
to email, text messages are sent as needed to remind students and parents about deadlines.
Mentors are often advised that texting may work best. The participants in this study did not
mention difficulties with text messaging.
Summary. In this section, participants expressed difficulty in understanding the meaning
of a last-dollar scholarship, they expressed their frustrations with the payment process, and they
shared insights into their experiences with the communication they received about Tennessee
Promise. The interconnected relationships among the human activity system components that
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inform these program challenges are visible in Figure 3 and can help tease out the tensions,
“contradictions, conflicts, and breakdowns in coordination” (Foot, 2014, p. 16) that may exist for
participants. Referenced in the CHAT literature as a systemic contradiction, Yamagata-Lynch
(2010) provided the following definition:
Systemic contradiction in activity systems analysis refers to the sources of influences
within an activity setting that can put pressures on an activity. Tensions within an activity
can arise from these pressures and affect the interactions among components of an
activity system. (p. 143)
Tensions that put pressure on an activity are not necessarily negative. In fact, according
to Foot (2014), contradictions expose places where change may be needed and opportunities
exist to further the human activity’s development. In this Tennessee Promise study,
contradictions reveal places to improve or fine-tune a scholarship program that is already
functioning well. Foot (2014) explains:
Contradictions are not points of failure or deficits in the activity system in which they
occur. They are not obstacles to be overcome in order to achieve goals. Rather than
ending points, contradictions are starting places. They are not “problems” to be “fixed,”
and they cannot be quickly transcended through technical solutions. In other words,
throwing more money at a contradiction, establishing a new division of labor, or creating
new tools will not make them go away. In actuality, such interventions may very well
result in the aggravation of existing contradictions or the emergence of new ones. (p. 17)
The points of tensions (contradictions) revealed through the participant findings as
program challenges may provide opportunities to improve the scholarship administration. The
ability to view and discuss tensions may open a discussion about solutions and improvements
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rather than “predicting a causal relationship between observed behavior and isolate variables”
(Yamagata-Lynch, 2010, p. 8) that might not lead as smoothly to a solution.
Theme 5 Discussion—Community Service Experiences
The community service requirement is the largest time commitment for scholarship
recipients and must be repeated each semester in which students receive funding. All participants
talked about their community service experiences positively in varying degrees of detail. Their
comments revealed three distinct aspects of the community service requirement experience.
Several talked about their initial community service as part of the application process, all
commented on their experiences as part of their recurring requirement to remain eligible, and
several made connections to their major or a job.
Tennessee Promise applicants were often still in high school when they completed their
first 8 hours (due July 1 before their first fall semester in college). The students in this study
relied upon their high school contacts or community contacts already in place in their lives
(church or charity) to meet the first community service deadline. For other students without
contacts already in place, tnAchieves has a wide range of options available online, including job
shadowing suggestions (tnAchieves, n.d.-b). Finding service locations appears to be going well
with no shortage of possibilities.
For those who are interested in meeting their community service requirement by job
shadowing, almost 200 locations are listed on the tnAchieves website with clearly outlined
directions for contacting supervisors and guidelines for submitting hours (tnAchieves, n.d.-b).
One participant in this study, Chris, continued working in a part-time job after a successful job
shadowing experience.
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With community colleges in Tennessee currently pushing students to be purposeful in
their choice of major that will offer a career after they graduate, more students may choose and
benefit from the job shadowing option. If not already in place, high schools and Promise
institutions would benefit from coordinated efforts to help students with early self-awareness and
interest in future careers.
Likewise, community service locations are abundant on the tnAchieves website and on
the college website. When students at LCC attend their required freshman orientation, they are
reminded about service locations with current needs, and they learn about ways that community
service hours can double as service-learning hours once they enter college. Many majors require
classes that include service-learning requirements. Students can also sign up directly to
participate. If students register their hours with the college, their volunteer hours will be printed
on their college transcripts. One participant, Heavyn, was excited to be able to use her 8 hours
for her Promise requirement and her class requirement.
After entering college, only one student experienced difficulty in finding time to
complete community service, and he (Bill) acknowledged that he had an overloaded semester. It
appears that many students manage their time without experiencing the requirement as a barrier.
It is worth noting, however, that a study focusing on students who did not retain eligibility may
have different results. The Tennessee Promise Annual Report for 2018 includes information
about the numbers of students who lost eligibility, but “community service not performed” is not
a separate category (THEC, TSAC, 2018, p. 9). More information may be available through
other sources.
The literature reviewed in Chapter Two supports the value of community service as an
engagement and retention tool (Cruce & Moore, 2007; Gallini & Moely, 2003; Moely & Ilustre,
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2013). Results of a study by Becker et al. (2009) echo the literature reviewed. Because educating
students for civic engagement and responsible citizenship is a part of the mission for higher
education in the U. S. (Cruce & Moore, 2007), community service certainly aligns well with a
tuition-free scholarship program.
Theme 6 Discussion—Mentorship Experiences
Participant responses related to mentorship experiences were mixed. Although one
student did not comment, four students were dissatisfied, and four students were positive or
neutral (matter-of-fact) in their recollections. Almost half of the participants described their
interactions with their mentor as it was designed to be—a resource to be utilized as needed by
the student. The question remains as to why four of the participants did not have satisfactory
experiences. Perhaps their mentors did not take full advantage of the training, did not fully
understand the commitment, or simply were not suitable for the position. While unfortunate,
without more information, it is impossible to know with certainty what caused the dissatisfactory
experiences.
Comes (2017) makes the case that we do not yet know how impactful mentoring is for
Promise students, as the “movement toward free college is very young” (p. 1). Mishory (2018)
agrees and says that evaluation of the mentorship aspect is too early to see results. Perhaps more
significant is Comes’ (2017) observation that “challenges in the greater design of free college
programs could also limit mentoring's effects” (p. 1).
This greater design is easy to visualize in the activity system figure where mentors are a
part of the component community of significant others. Ideally, mentors have access to each of
the other components, but some connections may be weaker than others. Weaker links may be
attributed to mentors’ limited knowledge of rules and tools and the quantity and quality of
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student and mentor interactions. It is possible that mentors who are also college employees,
students, or graduates would find it easier to guide an applicant through the entry and
continuance scholarship program process.
Theme 7 Discussion—Program Outcomes
Regarding program outcomes, participant responses fell into two categories—
recommendations for improvements to the program and appreciation for the opportunities to
attend college tuition-free. While all participants expressed appreciation for Tennessee Promise,
they did not express many recommendations for improvement.
When asked by the researcher about ways to improve the program, most participants
hesitated before answering. They said that they were unsure if their ideas would be valuable,
noting that they were aware of all the moving parts in the process, and they were appreciative of
the opportunity to avoid debt. Most talked about the many resources that had helped them along
the way, particularly specific people. This discussion was an opportunity to hear about the
number of people (and resources) involved in each participant’s journey from high school to
their college status at the time of the interview.
Participants mentioned the need for improvements to the mentorship program, focusing
on how to ensure mentors have the time and commitment to coach students if needed. Another
recommendation was to address the confusion about when the tuition money is actually available
in student accounts. Four participants considered ideas to improve the communication with
tnAchieves, but no one suggested a better system. They reflected on the process and seemed to
realize that no one method would work for everyone. In other words, the emails and texts they
received might be just as effective as any new system. A phone app was suggested; it appears
this might work for some students.
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One of the recommendations about FAFSA help is already underway and is successful.
Called TN FAFSA Frenzy, it is a statewide campaign to assist students and parents with FAFSA
awareness and help with actual completion online (THEC, 2018).
It was encouraging to hear that all participants were appreciative of the funding, as
opposed to feeling entitled. But again, all participants in this study gained and maintained
eligibility. A study with a different focus may yield different results.
Implications for Practice
The problem addressed in this study was the need to understand how students experience
college when tuition is not an issue. Although this study provided only a glimpse into what
students experience at one college in a statewide program, the documented accomplishments and
strategies to increase college completion through Tennessee Promise provides insights for the
design and implementation of tuition-free programs in other locations and with different program
designs. Both Tennessee Promise and tnAchieves provide annual reports with data outlining
what each has accomplished and what remains to be done. Both reports are insightful and
instructive. The accomplishments included in the 2017 tnAchieves Annual Report include
increasing the state’s college-going rate by 4.6%, increasing the fall-to-fall college retention rates
to 66% (the national average is 50%), and increasing the FAFSA filing rate to 80%, the highest
in the nation in 2015, 2016, and 2017 (THEC, TSAC, 2018; tnAchieves, 2017).
The reports also identify challenges faced by Tennessee Promise and tnAchieves. The
tnAchieves Board Chair highlights the need to bring more low-income students into college. He
explains that not only is there a need to enroll more students with lower incomes, but the
retention rate is lower than for other students (tnAchieves, 2017). As described in Chapter Two,
Jones and Berger (2018) address this issue through the lens of a framework for equity in free

126

college programs. They explain their rationale for concluding that last-dollar scholarships are not
as beneficial to low-income students as other types of aid. They argue that low-income students
might not be as successful with only the cost of tuition waived. They would also need to cover
basic living expenses and the cost of books (Jones & Berger, 2018). Designers of new or existing
tuition-free programs may want to consider other aid options if one of the goals is to increase
access for low-income students.
Tennessee Promise served as a partial model for designing and implementing a
scholarship program for nontraditional students (also referred to as adult students or adult
learners) in the fall of 2018 in Tennessee. According to Cruse (2018), Tennessee is the first state
in the nation to implement this particular model of a tuition-free program for adult students
(Cruse, 2018). To differentiate it from the program for students who enter college soon after high
school graduation, this program is called Tennessee Reconnect (www.tnreconnect.gov), and
early reports show that it is going well (Gonzalez 2018a, 2018b).
Goral (2018) makes a valid point when he says that, “If a state is not ensuring that the
program is accessible to nontraditional students, then a lot of students get left out” (p. 11). It is
worth pointing out that a gap still exists for students who are not eligible for Tennessee Promise
or Tennessee Reconnect. Most of these students are ages 19-23. Ways to close this gap should be
considered where possible.
Next for Tennessee is an added emphasis on career and technical education as well as
improving access to work-based learning; this approach acknowledges that a college degree is
not the only route to individual success and creating a highly skilled workforce (Tamburin,
2018). How this will work in Tennessee is unknown at this point, but other scholarship programs
are beginning to adopt a similar idea. Mishory (2018) notes a growing trend to target scholarship
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money for students entering high-demand fields. New ideas and programs may emerge soon that
will provide policymakers and program designers with more options for consideration.
Alignment of tnAchieves Annual Report Findings with This Study
In the summer of 2017, tnAchieves staff hosted community meetings in the 85 Tennessee
counties it serves in an effort to update stakeholders and answer questions. What they learned
aligns with several of the findings in this study as voiced by the participants. The tnAchieves
explanation below relates to Theme 1 (decision to participate) and the subtheme of family
support in Theme 2 (application process). Their description follows:
During our community tour, our stakeholders reinforced the importance of student
encouragement, particularly focused on the role of the parent/guardian in the decision to
pursue college. In an effort to further educate our families about college and its value,
tnAchieves will be mailing a parent/guardian handbook to each applicant’s home.
(tnAchieves, 2017, p. 24)
The tnAchieves staff also heard from stakeholders about changes needed in the
mentorship program and communication channels. In this study, these concerns were referenced
in Theme 4 (communication) and Theme 6 (mentorship experiences).
tnAchieves understands that to reach at-risk student populations the program needs to
meet them where they are in real time. This involves re-examining how and when we
deliver information to our students as well as how well we arm our mentors with studentlevel data. (tnAchieves, 2017, p. 24)
Advice for Policymakers and Program Designers about Tuition-Free Programs
With the number of tuition free programs in place or soon to be implemented, opinions
about what is working, what is not working, and what will work better are abundant. According

128

to Mishory (2018), “Sixteen states now have at least one statewide Promise or ‘free college,’”
program (p. 1). She argues that good design matters for the following reason:
The specific design elements of these programs have a huge impact on who benefits.
States are making very different choices about who qualifies, impacting their ability to
lower debt, increase enrollment, and close equity gaps.” (p. 1)
Mishory (2018) then provides some solid guiding principles for policymakers and
program designers who are considering or evaluating Promise programs. She also identified key
design features of Promise programs to assist designers as they consider options. They can be
described as follows:
1. What type of scholarship? First-dollar, middle-dollar, or last-dollar?
2. What type of institution? Community college, four-year college, or certificate
program?
3. What is covered? Tuition only? Fees? Other costs?
4. Are there income limits?
5. Are there occupational limits? This means only certain high-demand majors are
covered.
6. Are there age requirements?
7. Is state residency required after graduation?
8. Are there student supports in college such as mentoring, a first-year experience
class, or community service requirement?
9. Are there part-time or full-time attendance requirements?
10. Are there high school GPA entry requirements?
11. Are there ACT or other entry testing requirements?
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12. Do programs cover remedial courses?
There are other considerations as well. Is the funding source stable? Are relationships in
place with community partners who will communicate and support the program? Will
community service be required? If so, can local charities handle the influx of volunteers? Does
the program have a partnership organization to handle a mentorship program if one is desired?
A framework for equitable free college programs is discussed by Jones and Berger
(2018), making the case that while they applaud free college programs, it is important to step
back and thoughtfully design programs that ensure opportunity and success for all students. They
make the following observation:
With support across party lines, local, state, and federal policymakers are trying to
address public discontent and the real barriers caused by the cost of college by adopting
policies that would make college more affordable. Because state and federal support for
higher education has not kept pace with the price of college, it is significant that
policymakers are now considering how to make major investments in higher education. If
successful, today’s free college movement could significantly cut college costs for future
generations, giving it the potential to be listed among the other pivotal moments in higher
education history. (p 1)
Recommendations for Future Research
With the recent implementation of tuition-free state scholarship programs and the rapid
growth in new free college programs of all kinds—local and state—research opportunities
abound. This study focused on participants who applied to Tennessee Promise successfully and
maintained their eligibility for at least two semesters. Studies are needed to learn more about the
experience of students who were not able to complete the application process and who did not
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maintain eligibility after entering the programs. Subsequently, many other questions arise, such
as, “Are there differences in the way students experience a tuition-free program if they are firstgeneration, low-income, or academically underprepared?”
Other questions should be addressed in studies as the programs mature and stabilize.
Does community service impact a student’s college experience and career goals? What else can
be learned about the mentorship experience from students and from mentors? Research is also
needed to identify the practices with the highest impact to help students persevere to complete a
degree or a credential, as well as barriers that make success difficult for students.
What else can be learned about the mentorship experience from students, from mentors,
and from the administrative agency? Are there best practices that could be implemented to retain
mentors from year to year? How can mentor training programs convey accurate expectations so
that mentors know what is reasonable to expect from their mentees?
With some tuition-free programs now focusing on adult learners, studies to determine the
needs and experiences of these students are needed. For example, Tennessee Reconnect began in
the fall of 2018 and is now available for adults who do not already have an associate’s degree.
Students can attend part-time, mentorship is not offered, and community service is not required.
How should the way the program is designed and administered differ?
One of the goals of most Promise programs, including Tennessee Promise, is to eliminate
the financial barrier for students, increase the number of college graduates, and make strides in
workforce and economic development in the state or local region. Is this happening, and how
much is attributable to free college programs? And finally, are tuition-free scholarship program
graduates making a difference in local and state economies? More research should help guide the
direction and the future of tuition-free college programs.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise
students at Lakeside Community College (LCC) as they navigated entry and continuance as
scholarship recipients. The findings included the study participants’ appreciation for the
opportunity to attend college tuition-free, their dependence on positive family support, and their
agreement about the smooth application process and the benefits of community service. As noted
earlier in the discussion of the findings, challenges surfaced with the mentorship program,
understating last-dollar scholarships, the Promise payment process, and communication. But
overall, the students in this study were moving through the program well and proceeding toward
graduation or transfer to 4-year institutions smoothly.
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Appendix A
Letter of Informed Consent
Title: Community College Student Experiences in a Tuition-Free Scholarship Program
Who I am and why this research.
The principal investigator, Becky Milam in Adult Learning at the University of Tennessee, is
researching how community college students describe their experience as participants in a
tuition-free scholarship program for freshmen entering directly from high school.
The purpose of this study is to understand the experience of Tennessee Promise community
college students as they complete the eligibility requirements and continue as freshmen
scholarship recipients. This study is designed to inform practice and expand knowledge about a
new phenomenon in higher education - tuition-free college scholarship programs.
You are invited to participate in this study by taking part in an interview with the researcher.
What does your involvement entail?
If you agree to take part in this study, the researcher will contact you to set up an interview time
and location convenient for you. After your questions are answered and after you have signed
this consent form, the researcher will ask you to describe your experiences in the Tennessee
Promise program.
The interview is expected to last about 30 minutes. You will choose a fake name to protect your
identity. The interview will be audio-recorded and the researcher may take notes.
As soon as possible after your interview, the researcher will send you a copy of the interview
transcript for your review. She will ask you if you have any changes or additions to what you
have said in the interview.
Risks to you during research
This research has minimal risk. The researcher does not expect any harm to come to you because
of your participation in this research.
Your recorded interview will be transcribed and analyzed by the researcher. When the
transcription is made, all references that might identify you will be removed and the
corresponding transcript will be given the fake name you have chosen. Data and identifying
information will be kept separate as you will not be linked in any way to this study.
Will you benefit from your participation?
There are no direct benefits from participation in this research. However, you may benefit from
participation because you will have the opportunity to reflect on your experience, beliefs and
values regarding education. Your story may help you better understand aspects of yourself or
your education that you had not considered before. Although the findings cannot be generalized,
a description of your experiences may benefit others who are interested in the Tennessee Promise
scholarship program.
Your participation is voluntary
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Your participation will begin only after you have reviewed and signed this consent form and
received the answers to any questions you may have for the researcher. Your participation in this
study is voluntary. You may stop participation at any time for any reason.
All research remains confidential
All interview records remain confidential, and your name will not be attached to any data.
Pseudonyms (fake names) will be used for this college, all people, proper nouns, and identifiable
events. No references will be made which could link participants to the research. All interview
data will be kept in a locked file cabinet in the locked office of the researcher. All electronic data
will be password protected and digitally recorded interviews will be erased once they are
transcribed.
Contact Information
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures or if you experience adverse
effects because of participating in this study, you may contact Becky Milam at
rmilam@vols.utk.edu. If you have questions about your rights as a participant, contact the
Research Compliance Services section of the Office of Research at (865) 974-3466.
______________________________________________________________________________
CONSENT
I have read the above information, and I have received a copy of this form. I agree to participate
in this study.
Participant’s name (printed)______________________________________________________
Participant's signature ________________________________________ Date _____________
Investigator's signature _______________________________________ Date _____________
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Appendix B
Interview Guide
Interview #_______________ Date_______/_____/_______
Introduction to participant
Hi, my name is Becky Milam, I am a doctoral student at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville.
I am also the director of orientation here. I am interested in the experiences of Tennessee
Promise students from the time you applied to the program up to now. I will be audio recording
your answers and taking notes. Please remember that you can withdraw from this study at any
time. You also have my phone number and my email address in case you have any additional
questions or concerns about this research. I’ll be back in touch by email after the interview is
transcribed so you can review what we say today. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Interview questions
1. Tell me about your experience applying to the program and meeting the requirements to
be eligible? This would have taken place during your senior year of high school until you
began classes last fall.
2. Tell me about your experience as a Tennessee Promise student after you started classes
until now?
Follow up questions (as needed)
1. Tell me more about …
2. Let me understand what you meant when you said “…”.
3. Can you tell me more about this?
4. Can you be a little more specific about the situation or experience when ……?
5. What was your experience when…?
Conclusion:
This will conclude our interview. Is there anything else you can think of that you would like to
add?
Thank you so much for your participation in this study. I’ll be back in touch by email.
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Appendix C
Participant Demographic Form
Pseudonym ___________________
Age: _____
Gender: ___________
Race and Ethnic Background (Choose one):
___American Indian
___Alaskan Native or Asian
___African American
___Hispanic origin
___Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
___White
___Other ______________
How would you classify your economic status?
___Low income
___Middle income
___Upper income
Are you a first-generation college student? ___________ (This means that neither parent
graduated from college.)
Were you required to take co-requisite remediation classes when you began
college? ________
Will you continue to be a Tennessee Promise student next semester? ________
If not, why? _____________________________________________________
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